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 ii 
The Oneiric Veil in Contemporary Australian Art researches the use of the veil in modernist art and 
its generative capacity to visually evoke an oneiric space. The oneiric veil is a lens through which 
current conceptual approaches and practices in contemporary visual art can be understood. More 
precisely, the oneiric veil delineates an intermediary space present in current visual culture. 
Therefore, the research surveys the veil sign and applications of it employed by artists from an 
extended historical period to demonstrate connections that link the veil to the oneiric through 
traditional practice and theoretical concerns. 
As a painter and drawer, I use the modernist veil, including the grid and shadow, to evoke a field and 
convey a multiplicity of meaning pertaining to site-specificity. The veil functions to create a filtered 
and intermediary effect characteristic of the physicality of a site-specific space. I examine the 
modernist veil with regard to the veiling applications used in painting to produce a metaphysical 
space whereby the formal uses of binary oppositions have been explicitly fore-grounded. 
To demonstrate how the veil produces multiplicity, I examine how the modernist veil generates the 
presence of an oneiric space and links to poststructuralist theory. This conceptual underpinning of 
the oneiric, and its link to the modernist framework, will contribute a new interpretive frame to the 
visual space of contemporary art today. 
Exploration of the oneiric veil develops historic and metaphoric vantage points for the context of my 
studio practice. In abstract art, the veil often evokes a certain occurrence that delineates space in 
fragmented form. Subtle meditations on the aesthetic effects of the veil in the act of painting reveal 
an in-between space that I believe is an oneirically veiled space. 
To contextualise this thesis, a study of contemporary art in Australia will demonstrate conceptual 
ties to the modernist veil through the presence of the architectonic, mystical, and metaphysical. 
Artists include Hillarie Mais, Simryn Gill, Imants Tillers, Hossein Valamanesh, Philip Hunter, Geoff 
Levitus, Jon Cattapan, Stephen Haley, Dale Hickey, and Ian Friend, among others. 
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Preamble 
At the end of the cultural area, but brought close by symmetry, the poet is he who, beneath the 
name, constantly expected differences, rediscovers the buried kingships between things, their 
scattered resemblances. Beneath the established signs and in spite of them, he hears another 
deeper discourse, which recalls a time when words glittered in the universal resemblance of 
things; in the language of the poet, the sovereignty of the same, so difficult to express, eclipses, 
the distinction between signs. 
Michel Foucault1 
 
As the muezzin call to prayer echoes in the rising heat of Kuwait city and sounds are overlaid by the 
humming of air conditioners, mirrors and shadows of the past and present form the threads of my 
ideas. The city transmogrifies ephemerally with the changing weather pattern of the sandstorm. 
The Kuwaiti desert climate animates the city’s renewal as the sandstorm envelopes buildings and 
construction sites like a shroud. Buildings seem to shift on the horizon, giving the illusion of 
disappearing as they turn to pale, almost invisible shades. In this environment, the interplay of light 
and shade illuminates the presence of an ancient world and the structures of modernity.  
My observation of the architectural structures in Kuwait taught me that the primary veil form in 
abstract painting evokes a dream space. Moreover, the city’s fabric intrigues me, especially where 
early architecture and architectural transformations expose the gridded formats of the buildings’ 
construction. 
For me, the Mashrabiy’ya (lattice-like screen) together with mesh covered construction sites suggest 
the imaginative idea of passing through the surface to inflect notions of a field. My observation of a 
multi-storey construction of a high-rise desert-city apartment prompted this research about the 
surface of abstraction. In the photograph Untitled, 2008, Figure 1, the gradual documentation of a 
building’s transformation and its gridded mutations struck me as a recurrence of the hidden and a 
revealing of what lies beneath the scaffolding of form. The relationship between primary 
                                                
1 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (New York: Vintage Press, 1973), 49.  
  
 xi 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1  
 
Kelly Devrome  
Mesh-Covered Building, Kuwait, 2008  
Photograph, 10 x 15 cm  
Private collection, Melbourne 
 
 xii 
architectural structures and veiled forms in abstract painting became significant as I shifted from 
surface to space to explore the links between the veil and the sense of the oneiric. 
On the 6th of January, 2008, I arrived at the Palazzo delle Esposizioni in Rome to view the 
retrospective exhibition of the American abstractionist Mark Rothko. His paintings’ sonorous and 
veiled abstract forms left a profound impression. In Rothko’s beautiful paintings, mysterious mirror-
forms hover stilly at the edge of a horizon and a tactile physicality, which is marked by absence.  
On commencement of this research project in February 2008, in Kuwait City, the veil became a 
pivotal turning point for my artistic practice in painting. The veil-form in abstraction, its opacity and 
transparency, are integral to my drive to convey an illusive space in two-dimensional works. My 
pre-established interest in architecture drawn from my Masters research about the industrial 
architecture of Geelong, Victoria, triggered a connection between the spatial and structural elements 
of architecture observed in Kuwait City and the corporeal presence of the veil in abstract art.  
While residing in Kuwait, I was very aware of the specific cultural, social, and religious roles of the 
veil in that region. As Elsheshtawy and Kenzari write, “Traditional Arab society is on the surface 
fixated with the idea of hiding and preserving privacy […] the veil has stood as the most noticeable 
crystallization of Transparency.”2 Although traditional, geographically specific understandings of 
the veil are outside the scope of this research, the veil in painting, as in Arab culture, creates a sense 
of hiding and preserving through the application of transparent layers. This research examines the 
genealogical significance of modernist abstractions, as found in contemporary uses of veiled, 
abstract forms, and how these transparent layers work to create a sense of the oneiric in visual art. 
Prior to exhibiting the artwork of this research project at the Post Office Gallery in Ballarat, it was 
displayed at Dar Al Funoon, a traditional Arabic Bayt (House) in Kuwait City (see Figure 2). 
 
 
                                                
2 Yasser Elsheshtawy and Bechir Kenzari, “The Ambiguous Veil: On Transparency, the Mashrabiy’ya, and 
Architecture,” Journal of Architectural Education 56, no. 4 (2003): 17.  
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Dar Al Funoon  
Reveal, Disclose, Kuwait, 2010 
 Exhibition invitation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 14 
Introduction 
To clarify the terminology used in this research, I draw on the word oneiric and its original meaning, 
of or relating to dreams.3 I use veil as a verb (to cover or conceal) on occasion, but mainly use it as a 
noun to describe the veil layer in abstract painting that evokes the illusion of space.4 The mysterious 
guise of the veil suggests transparency and manifests the metaphysical through its use as an 
application. The veil creates both appearance and erasure and opens up to a transitory space.5 The 
veil is a layered form that (sometimes metaphorically) intersects, screens, and filters perceived space 
on the painted surface. The intermediary form facilitates the act of looking through and into, and is 
related to the geometrical form of the grid. The grid like the veil signifies the transparency of the 
plane. Therefore, this component of the research demonstrates that the abstract illusion of a veil can 
evoke an oneiric space. I subscribe to the idea that the veil, when present in abstract art, is a 
universal primary form that has the capacity to allude to absence and presence of site found within 
specified-sites. The veil is an intermediary structure that is repeatable and has the capacity to induce 
an oneiric space.6  
Underpinning this thesis is a focus on the modernist veil and its oneiric aura. I claim that the oneiric 
veil is an aesthetic structure that can visually evoke a dream space and applied to a number of 
contemporary approaches and practices. This thesis examines the historical and theoretical space of 
the frame to demonstrate how the oneiric veil generates speculative possibility for painting.  
                                                
3 The Macquarie Dictionary Online, s.v. “Oneiric.” http://www.macquarieonline.com.au/@9194C45855647/-
/p/thes/article_display.html?type=title&first=1&mid=2&last=2&current=1&result=1&DatabaseList=dictbigm
ac&fzy=1&query=Oneiric&searchType=findrank (accessed December 20, 2010).	  
4 The Macquarie Dictionary Online, s.v. “Veil.” http://www.macquarieonline.com.au/@9194C45855647/-
/p/thes/article_display.html?type=title&first=1&mid=3&last=3&current=1&result=1&DatabaseList=dictbigm
ac&fzy=1&query=veil&searchType=findrank (accessed December 20, 2010). 
5 Jon Bird, “Indeterminacy and (Dis) Order in the Work of Cy Twombly,” Oxford Art 
Journal 30, no. 3 (October 2007): 484–504. In his formative work, Bird discusses the transitional sign of the 
veil in the abstract painting of Cy Twombly. 
6 Grove Art Online, s.v. “Abstraction.” 
http://www.oxfordartonline.com.ezproxy.slv.vic.gov.au/subscriber.article/grove/art/T000257?print=true 
(accessed June 3, 2011) Thus: Abstraction is not merely passive negative characterisation, but has a further 
privative force”; the “absence in such a work does not constitute a lack […and the intermediary veil is] 
‘repeatable’ […] ‘universal’.”  
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Gaston Bachelard’s work The Poetics of Space is a significant contribution to the discussion about 
how space pre-empts the oneiric. Bachelard demonstrates that architectural space, in general, 
contains the oneiric. Drawing from Bachelard’s work, I draw a comparison between contemporary 
approaches, the modernist veil, the mystical, and the architectonic. I align the intermediary and 
aesthetic structure of the veil with the oneiric space present in contemporary art in the same way that 
I associate city structures observed in Kuwait City with the comments of Bachelard:  
In its countless alveoli space contains compressed time. That is what space is for. Already the 
shadows are the walls, a piece of furniture constitutes a barrier, hangings are a roof. But all of these 
are over-imagined. So we have to designate the space of our immobility into our space of being.7 
The modernist veil could be considered to constitute a barrier that implies an oneiric space. The 
oneiric veil therefore exemplifies a poetic space by way of symbolic suggestion. It evokes 
speculation within the creative process and generates a metaphoric reading of space because of the 
symbolic presence of an intermediary veil.  
Critical scrutiny about the surface and abstract painting’s formal assertion of a field show that the 
veil is a visually complex form that remains elusive in a contemporary visual culture. This work 
focuses on the metaphoric uses of the veil to show how the intermediary of a veil evokes a dream 
space. A study of the uses of related visual arts devices and visual tropes add to this discussion about 
the transcription of space in art. Indeed, the modernist veil influences the presence of a metaphoric 
threshold in current practice and can be described as an oneiric veil.  
Leon Battista Alberti’s classical idea of the veil, as used in the Renaissance, and its influence on the 
interpretation of pictorial space ever since, is central to the research. Alberti’s veil can be linked to 
Maurice Merleau Ponty’s concept of space in painting, which dealt with the idea of rendering visible 
the invisible aspects of space.8 In highlighting connections between the veil and post-structuralist 
                                                
7 Gaston Bachelard and John R. Stilgoe, ed., The Poetics of Space: The Classic Look at How We Experience 
Intimate Places (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1994), 8, 137.  
8 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, 2002), 284. “Space is not the 
setting (real or logical) in which things are arranged, but the means whereby the position of things become 
possible” and “this invisible ability to trace out space.”	  
 16 
aesthetic theory, I will focus on the way veiled fragmentations on the painting’s surface suggest an 
oneiric space. 
Many theorists and art historians have dealt with the historical primacy of the veil, including 
Heinrich Wölfflin and Mosche Barasch. Of particular interest is Hubert Damisch’s reference to the 
“oneiric connotation” of Alberti’s veil, wherein he writes, “The visible profile of an object holds the 
promise of the profiles that it excludes and reveals what it conceals.”9 This notion is central to my 
position on the inferred absence and presence dichotomy evidenced through use of veiled painterly 
effects in abstract art.  
In theory, the modernist veil generates the idea of an illusive, ubiquitous threshold. Evidence 
demonstrates that the mirror and the veil are linked equally; thus, showing the veil can imply an 
oneiric space. For example, Lorens Holm has found that Jacques Lacan’s mirror theory, when 
related to Alberti’s veil and deep space Renaissance perspective, weaves a generative space linked 
to modernist architectural space. Charles Harrison and Paul Wood have also previously commented 
on Lacan’s mirror theory, as regards the veiled space of the surface in modern abstract painting.10 
Central to my argument is the fact that Lacan’s mirror refers to “this doubling of the other,” which 
manifests itself in a dream-like occurrence.11 That can occur on the surface in paint on canvas. In 
this way, I discuss the speculative presence of an oneiric veil in art today.  
Lacan’s theory of the mirror is crucial to the research, particularly in the suggestion that the 
mirror evokes a dream space that is hidden. The metaphoric dream space is well demonstrated 
in the formative work Ecrits, where Lacan describes an imaginary threshold: 
                                                9	  Hubert Damisch, A Theory of Cloud: Toward a History of Painting (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 2002), 130.	  
10 Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, ed., Art in Theory 1900–2000: An Anthology of Changing Ideas, revised 
edition (Cornwell UK: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 621. 
11 Jacques Lacan, “What is a Picture?” in The Visual Culture Reader, ed. Nicholas Mirzoeff (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2002), 127. Lacan writes, “What determines me on the most profound level, in the visible, is 
the gaze from outside.” 
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It is our privilege to see in our outline, in our daily experience, and in the penumbra of symbolic 
efficacy—the mirror-image would seem to be the threshold of the visible world,… or [of] 
dreams,… [and] its object projections.12  
Lacan demonstrates that the mirror-image projects an oneiric space and that the occurrence is akin to 
a mysterious doubling of space.13 The veil sign conceals and reveals the presence of a projected 
space that is why it can be considered a mirror-image. Anne Marsh contributed to the discussion by 
commenting that Lacan’s mirror theory can be associated with the gaze as described in photography. 
Marsh demonstrates that the photographic image performs as a mirror and explains her perspective 
through defining the “camera as witness…where the object of desire itself is never quite captured.”14 
Marsh demonstrates that the photographic image is also a mirror, and thereby the image can evoke 
the hidden desire. I suggest that the occurrence is similar to the intermediary veil also present in 
modernist abstraction.  
Michel Foucault’s post-structuralist theory demonstrates that a mirrored surface is also an oneiric 
space, which supports the notion that some contemporary art can evoke an oneiric veil and is 
directly related to the ever-present void, gap, or expanded field present in contemporary art. For 
instance, according to Foucault, “The mirror is, after all, a placeless place…that opens up behind the 
surface…a sort of shadow that gives my own visibility to myself, that enables me to see myself there 
where I am absent.”15 Foucault refers to a dreamlike physicality that is hidden, much in the way the 
modernist veil filters space and evokes a metaphysical field. Indeed, the modernist veil and its use as 
a transitional abstract sign and form suggest mystical characteristics that can be linked to a dream 
space. 
I acknowledge that Lacan drew on Sigmund Freud’s interpretation of dreams, which strongly 
influenced the French movement Surrealismé; I demonstrate that the veil in abstraction can equally 
imply a dream space.  By examining the modernist veil and its connection to the premise of a simple 
                                                
12 Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the / as Revealed in Psychoanalytic 
Experience,” in Écrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan (London and New York: Routledge, 2001), 2. 
13 Ibid., 2. Thus: “…the role of the mirror apparatus in the appearances of the double [become] psychical 
realities.”	  
14 Anne Marsh, The Darkroom: Photography and the Theatre of Desire (South Yarra, Victoria: Macmillan, 
2003), 16.	  
15 Michel Foucault “Of Other Spaces,” translated by Jay Miskowiec, Diacritics 16, no. 1 (1986): 24. 
 18 
interiority and exteriority, this study can identify the oneiric in historical applications of the veil. 
More precisely, the research demonstrates that metaphoric uses of binary oppositions suggest a veil, 
which creates an oneiric effect. I examine the primary use of binary opposites in relation to the 
veiled surface of modernist abstraction, particularly symbolic transitions between deep and flat 
space, interior and exterior and absence, and presence modes of abstraction. 
Critical inquiry into the historical premise of the veil, including its use in the modernist framework, 
highlights that the veil can be used as a method of unfolding in the material, and as a distinctive 
imprint to generate mystical possibility. It is clear that the curious effect of layering extends the 
viewers’ experience of space as embedded and read within the work. The modernist veil, I will 
argue, continues to give new perspectives in painting, particularly through screened indicators that 
enfold the surface.  
More broadly, I consider a modernist continuum and examine postmodern and post-structuralist 
theory. Gilles Delueze’s theory of the fold illustrates how the fold metaphorically refers to the 
aesthetic structure of architecture.16 I deliberate on the idea that the veil application creates a 
metaphoric boundary in painting that can also refer to architectonic space, not unlike Delueze’s 
theory of the fold. Of particular interest is Deleuze’s collaboration with Rosalind Krauss and their 
discussion about how the grid can function to double and simulate space. Moreover, Delueze and 
Krauss demonstrate that the grid can be used to shadow space and visually demarcate a field. 
The postmodern city, or site-inspired space, is a current theme in art and plays a significant role in 
the context of this study. Moreover, I am interested in how the veiled layers of abstraction can 
suggest a dreamlike space and how the layers of abstraction can be drawn on as a postmodern theme. 
Fredric Jameson suggests that the postmodern system “culminates in the experience of the space of 
the city itself.” 17 As if by magic, the veil layer produces a sense of space and, in the process, 
uncovers the mythic fabric of a city-space.  I harness the mystical primacy of the veil to a time-
                                                
16 Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Gilles Deleuze,” http://www.iep.utm.edu/deleuze (accessed October 
3, 2011) 
17 Fredric Jameson, “The End of Temporality,” Critical Inquiry 29, no. 4 (2003): 696, 697. 
 19 
specific subject matter by drawing together the mythic fabric of Kuwait City and the veil in paint on 
canvas. I examine a relationship between the painted surface and site inspired space and trace 
theoretical evidence to show that the oneiric veil can be understood as an illusive space that is 
historically informed. 
Time and space are key aspects of this research. The oneiric veil is my take on what Nicolas 
Bourriaud describes as “time-specific” art, where aesthetic structures in art become a vehicle to 
suggest in paint and canvas a certain physicality that is absent.18 A building site under construction 
in Kuwait City was the primary source of inspiration for this research, as I photographed changes to 
its formal structure. The atmospherics of the desert performed like an overlay, as the geometrical 
structure of the building followed in-between spaces of light and shade.  
The concept of the oneiric veil raises comment about the void or field associated with current art 
theory, because the veil extends the idea of looking through the surface to an in-between realm. On 
the subject of visual space and strategies that artists employ, Bourriaud convincingly argues that the 
concept of a field is no longer as it first appeared in the modernist paradigm. According to him, 
“artists no longer consider the artistic field…as the modernist ideology of originality would have it, 
but [as] so many storehouses filled with tools that should be used, stockpiles of data to manipulate 
and present.”19 Bourriaud demonstrates that contemporary artists strategically interweave multiple 
sources and influences, including modernist principles.  
The suggestion that the modern and postmodern framework have collapsed assumes that the 
aesthetics of the modern framework no longer apply and that the surface of abstraction is flat. This 
research suggests that the modern framework and modernist abstraction, in particular, continue to 
produce eminent newness, especially where the aesthetic structure of a veil produces the illusion of 
an intermediary spatial depth evoked by an oneiric veil. According to Australian art theorist Rex 
Butler, the problem that the collapse poses for aesthetics is: 
                                                
18 Nicolas Bourriaud, “Altermodern Manifesto: Postmodernism is Dead,” Tate Britain Past Exhibitions 
http://wwwtate.org.uk/britian/exhibitions/altermodern/manifesto.shtm (accessed March 3, 2012)	  	  
19 Nicolas Bourriaud, Postproduction-Culture as Screenplay: How Art Reprograms the World (New York: 
Lukas and Sternberg, 2002), 17. 
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How, in a post-historical or post-teleological world, we are to render “justice” to a work of art; how 
aesthetics…necessarily testifies to the existence of a certain “otherness”, something “outside” and 
“beyond” but also “within” this world.20  
I am interested in a historical revision of the modernist framework, where artists use space to 
suggest a certain something beyond the surface. I subscribe to Ian Heywood’s suggestion that “belief 
needs to have its ways of doing things underwritten by something ‘beyond,’ perhaps by a 
transcendent or symbolically charged reality, providing a limit and shape to its actions.”21 As a 
response to the “deconstruction” of aesthetic structure characterised by late twentieth-century art, the 
veil continues to generate speculative possibility within painting.22  
The oneiric veil functions to create the illusion of a metaphysical space on the surface of a painting. 
It acts as a filter that shifts our attention from the aesthetic to the idea, through and into the 
metaphoric experience of space. The oneiric veil is a subjective approach, which perceptually 
conveys space through obscured forms and concealed indicators. It is an approach that adopts 
abstract forms to depict the perceptual experience of space. Moreover, revision of the modernist veil 
and its aesthetic structure demonstrates that the transparent application is essential for visual art. 
Jameson’s discussion about the modernist framework testifies to the aesthetic purity that continues 
to produce a space that exists outside ourselves: 
In the older (modernist) framework, the commanding heights were those of poetry or poetic 
language, whose “purity” and aesthetic autonomy set an example for other arts…. [In this 
framework,] time governs the realm of interiority, in which both subjectivity and logic, the private 
and the epistemological, self-consciousness and desire, are to be found.23 
Here, I provide evidence of oneiric qualities in abstract forms; these qualities work to mirror a dream 
space. For example, the oneiric veil on the painted surface can be related to installation, particularly 
when an intermediary veil is present. Yehuda Safran’s discussion about the occurrence of a 
“temporary mask” in installation demonstrates that a veiled threshold exists where one image 
shadows another: 
                                                
20 Rex Butler, A Secret History of Australian Art (Sydney: Craftsman House, 2000), 36. (In reference to 
Jacques Lacan.) 
21 Ian Heywood, “An Art of Scholars,” in Visual Culture, ed. Chris Jenks (London: Routledge, 1995), 127. 
22 Ibid., 130. Thus, “This is because the fulfillment of modernity is the end of nature and the deconstruction of 
normative tradition.” 
23 Jameson, “The End of Temporality,” 697. 
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The desire to see more, to see behind, to see through gives any installation the role of 
temporary mask where any work is linked to others, so that the background in any image 
is always another image in ideal mirroring.24 
While artists today revise the metaphysical spaces of modernist abstraction, they must transcribe a 
certain absent quality that opens up to a metaphysical present. According to one critic, these 
metaphysical spaces can be seen in the work of artists who marry a space between the self and a 
field; he describes it as a “field linking the body with the world.”25  
In current practices of art, the transitional metaphor of the veil, when tied to a hidden spatial realm, 
becomes an aesthetic structure that enfolds space in order to suggest a presence that is otherwise 
invisible. It is possible to suggest that the recent photographic and site-inspired work by Simryn Gill, 
My Own Private Angkor, 2007, Figure 3, effectively demonstrates use of an abstract form imbued 
with veiled and oneiric qualities.26 In this work, a transparent screen situated in an uninhabited 
dwelling evokes shadow, transparency, and reflection, thus depicting a space beyond the reflective 
material form presented in the photograph. According to Souchou Yao, the illuminated screens 
placed as buried forms within the abandoned space evoke a mirror space: “With its glass sheets in 
abandoned houses, each [is] an imprint of grey melancholy and ghosts’ half-shadows.” 27 Gill’s work 
suggests a certain melancholy that is often associated with artwork that deals with uninhabited sites 
or spaces. The transparent screen furthers this notion by conveying another space, a space that is 
created by the oneiric veil. 
The oneiric veil is an indicator for architectonic space, an aesthetic structure that references a space 
beyond the plane. In Transmigration,1958, Figure 4, the formative painting by Australian modernist 
painter Peter Blake, a black form mirrors its double in the lower space of the plane.28 The 
                                                
24 Yehuda E. Safran, “The Valves of Sensation: Notes on the Recent Sculpture of Anish Kapoor,” Paris, St 
Lattier 5. V11 (2003), http://www.anishkapoor.com/writing/yehudasafran.htm (accessed October 26, 2010). 
25 Darian Leader, “Antony Gormley: Drawing in Space,” White Cube, http://www. 
Whitecube.com/artists/gormley/texts/94/ (accessed May 11, 2010).  
26 Simryn Gill, My Own Private Angkor, 2007, in Simryn Gill, ed. Russell Store, Jessica Morgan, and Michael 
Taussig  (Köln: Verlag der Buchhandlung, 2008), 9.   
27 Souchou Yao, “1968,” Breenspace (2009), http://www.breenspace.com/exhibitions/93/simryn-gill-my-own-
private-angkor/ (accessed November 29, 2010). 
28 Peter Blake, Transmigration, 1958, in A Hand Passing Through Art & Architecture: Peter Burns, ed. 
Kendra Morgan, Zara Stanhope, Doug Evens, Christopher Heathcote, Philip Jones, and Alex Selenitsch  
(Bulleen, VIC: Heide Museum of Modern Art, 2004), 21. 
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Figure 3 
 
Simryn Gill  
 My Own Private Angkor, 2007  
 Gelatin silver photograph, 39 x 38 cm  
 Private collection 
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Figure 4 
 
 Peter Blake 
Transmigration, 1958 
Enamel on hardboard, 128.2 x 96.3 cm 
Private collection 
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transitory form might signify a dream space, because of the work’s primary mirroring of abstract 
forms. Alex Selenitsch argues that Blake’s work uses “architectural ‘ciphers’ [to] express a field-like 
dynamism across and through the wall.”29 Consequently, in Blake’s work, the veiled space of 
abstraction is a transparent space that one can imaginatively move through. The surface, therefore, 
becomes a dream threshold, where fragmentations allude to space. 
Artists draw on complex historic and metaphoric sources in their studio practices. This study will 
examine the theory behind the works of Imants Tillers, Hossein Valamanesh, Philip Hunter, Geoff 
Levitus, Jon Cattapan, Stephen Hayley, Dale Hickey, and Ian Friend, among others. The research 
objective complements the current approaches of those artists who question how their processes 
contribute to artistic production. A desert-city space and the metaphysical field in abstraction 
conceptually and aesthetically inspire my application of an oneiric veil. Observations of the built and 
natural environment become visually tactile forms that communicate space in two dimensions. I deal 
with aspects of a desert city-space using layering and abstraction, and I consider the modern 
ideology of a field that is bridged with architectural forms to evoke a subjective space.   
My direct experience of a site-inspired space in Kuwait City, as seen through a metaphoric and 
atmospheric veil, became a mirror and shadow space in paint on canvas. The layered complexity of 
the modernist abstract premise influences my use of the oneiric veil, especially where the painting 
refers to the transitional aspect of the veil as used in various visual styles of abstract painting. 
The architectonic space of the surface is a subjective space that creates the illusion of a dream space. 
I use modernist techniques such as overlay to mirror motifs experienced within Kuwait’s 
geographical location. This practice-led research materialises visually generative metaphors, such as 
a screen or filter and the two-fold embedded-ness of layering or, as Lacan would say, “This doubling 
and the other.”30  
                                                
29 Alex Selenitsch, “ABC: A Burns Commentary,” in A Hand Passing Through Art and Architecture, ed. 
Morgan and Stanhope (Bulleen, VIC: Heide Museum of Modern Art, 2004), 19. 
30 Lacan, “What is a Picture?” 127. 
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This research is grounded on the idea that veiled painterly effects reveal and conceal an underlay to 
disclose a presence, thereby suggesting that something exists within or beyond the surface of 
abstraction. In a scholarly field of visual art research, I locate the oneiric characteristics of the 
modernist veil and its influence on current practice. What follows is a historical survey of the 
mythical and historical aspects of the veil, wherein I emphasise its application as an aesthetic 
structure that extends outward, beyond the surface, thus becoming a source of formal complexity. 
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Chapter 1 
The Primacy of the Veil 
Copies can be said to be imitations to the extent that they reproduce the model; since, however, 
this imitation is noetic, spiritual and internal, it is a true production guided by the relations and 
the proportions that constitute essence. 
Gilles Deleuze and Rosalind Krauss 31 
 
In this chapter, I present evidence to demonstrate that the oneiric veil can be identified in 
contemporary art and evokes the sense of an un-fixed dream space. Placing specific attention on the 
un-fixed space in contemporary art allows for the creation of a historical connection between the veil 
and oneiric. In addition, this chapter addresses the formalist idea that the modernist veil can evoke a 
physical and architectonic echo of experienced space. Indeed, the use of the veil sign continues to 
raise comment about architectonic and mystical effects in contemporary art. 
Space depicted on a painted surface is an illusion and can generate the sense of a dream space. In 
this thesis, I research historical and theoretical links that demonstrate how the modernist veil 
generates an oneiric space and focus on how the frame’s geometric coordinate indicates an 
intermediary veil in two-dimensions. The focus will include an analysis of the historical uses of the 
veil, particularly those that can be aligned to grid and shadow. This thesis explores the intermediary 
veil as a threshold and indicator for architectonic space that therefore can be filled with the oneiric.32 
Thus, this chapter identifies how and why the presence of an oneiric veil in some contemporary art 
suggests the existence of a modernist continuum. 
It can be understood that the historical and modernist veil both indicate an oneiric underlay. The 
underlay is central to contemporary art, because it develops a shadow through which a dream space 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Gilles Deleuze and Rosalind Krauss, “Plato and the Simulacrum,” October 27 (1983): 49. 
32 Rosalind Krauss, “The Originality of the Avant-Garde: A Postmodernist Repetition,” October 18 (1981): 54. 
This conceptual approach is reflective of what Krauss agues is the relation of the grid to architectural space in 
general.  
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can be perceived. The surface space of the modernist veil creates an aperture onto an ulterior realm; 
the speculative realm produces generative possibilities.  
The presence of veiled intermediary indicators that suggest space in contemporary work demonstrate 
that painting remains a key subject for discussion about how space is conceptually used and 
understood. The use of a veil in art can be traced historically to the depiction of spatial depth in 
painting; in abstract painting, the veil is used to produce the illusion of space within a shallow 
ground or expanded field. Used as a vehicle to evoke a hidden space beyond the surface, the veil is a 
way of understanding conceptual approaches that make use of the oneiric.  
The oneiric veil can be interpreted as a surface; it is an aesthetic structure that can extend outward as 
a source of perceptual information. This is especially the case when a veiled ambiguity makes 
tangible the intangible aspects of space through the tactile and symbolic use of abstract form (such 
as grid and shadow). 
This discussion first considers the veil and its suggestion of a dream space, making reference to 
contemporary art theory and practice. It then discusses criticisms of the related visual device utilised 
in the traditional practice of painting that circumscribes the oneiric. The research will build upon the 
notion that the historical application of the veil generates the idea of the oneiric and facilitates the 
conceptual approaches currently used to create the veil. 
The suggestion of a mystical shadow space in some contemporary art can be linked to the veil and 
oneiric. In fact, Damisch has linked the oneiric to Alberti’s veil.33 The surface of abstraction 
actualises a layered complexity in the guised form of a veil. My research shows that the oneiric 
underlay of the veil can generate illusive qualities that account for multiplicity and complexity in art. 
Primarily, the veil is a form in which binary oppositions make manifest an oneiric space. The 
research demonstrates that the oppositions induce ambiguities that create the idea of a veiled 
threshold, which has the potential to generate a metaphoric doubling of space.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Damisch, A Theory of Cloud, 130. 
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Modernist Frames 
The ideological frame of modernist abstraction plays a dominant role in certain contemporary works. 
In fact, formal criticisms of art continue to draw on the hegemonic discourse of modernism, because 
this discourse provides a framework for aesthetic structure and transparent interpretation. 
Contemporary art can continue to revitalise the field through the use of new conceptual methods: 
one aspect of postmodernist art is a continuum of the modernist frame.  
Butler’s discussion examines the idea that modernism has ended and, therefore, painting abstraction 
can no longer offer the presence of the corporeal. He questions whether the collapse of modernism 
“marks the end of art as a social force, as offering a transcendental position for speaking of or 
judging ourselves.”34 Postmodern works that make use of a veil adopt a historical genealogy, which 
suggests that modernism has not ended. Moreover, as Bourriaud has noted, the modernist field 
remains modified and adapted in form in contemporary art.35 In contemporary art, the field has the 
capacity to generate a mystical space, which remains repeatable and universal. 
Chris Reid also addresses the end of modernism in the following: “In the wake of modernism, the 
viewer’s engagement with art was deliberately shifted from physical and temporal processes of 
viewing in the gallery and the possibility of an attendant aesthetic effect, to a wider cultural and 
social inquiry.”36 According to Reid, the physical and temporal processes of abstraction are evident 
in certain current practices. There is evidence to suggest that some artists continue to deliberate on 
the idea of the temporal, whereby aesthetics linked to the modernist frame play a key role.  
In this work, I specifically examine the modernist veil and explore how artists marry cultural and 
social ideas through abstract forms. In so doing, I develop the idea that the oneiric veil pays more 
than homage to modernism; rather, it revives theoretical practices that can be linked to aesthetic 
concerns.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Rex Butler, A Secret History of Australian Art (Sydney, NSW: Craftsman House, 2000), 13. 
35 Nicolas Bourriaud, Postproduction-Culture as Screenplay, 17. 
36 Chris Reid, “Legacy of the Abstract,” Contemporary Art Centre of South Australia Broadsheet 35, no. 1 
(2006): 34.  
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The interior-exterior binary of the veil is a particularly speculative application that can produce an 
illusive threshold. In part, the veil extends the universal impact of the painting and can often be 
understood as an ever-present field. Furthermore, the veil can reveal poetic possibility through the 
suggestion of an oneiric realm. Butler has commented on how the binary forms of the veil can be 
illusive and ambiguous, but I argue that this ambiguity is the oneiric underlay of the veil. The 
following quote from Butler supports my notion: 
It is that logic of being at once inside and outside, complicit and transgressive, which almost entirely 
determines the rhetorical possibilities available for art, the ways in which it can be understood. It is a 
logic, of course, that is understood to be radical, to destabilise the pretentions of a modernist avant-
garde.37 
Modernist frames remain when the veil subjects the viewer to an illusive space, not unlike the sense 
of space evoked by Mark Rothko’s softened and blurred rectangular forms. Moreover, one might 
suggest that the veil evokes the presence of a metaphysical space. The modernist legacy, from this 
perspective, remains integral to artists’ current strategies and is radicalised through new conceptual 
forms. 
Caroline Barnes’s consideration of Robert Owen’s geometric abstraction and optical illusion is of 
particular interest. Barnes’s criticism of Owen’s work directs attention towards the prospect that 
postmodernism is a continuation of modernism, and therefore does not break away from the original 
framework: 
Since the mid-1960s aesthetic divergence with modernism has often been suppressed, limiting art to 
what could be codified as linear historical development. This restriction has served both the 
progressivist mentality of late modernism and postmodernism’s claims to the hegemonic basis and 
collapse of the modern, whereas the unfolding of Robert Owen’s work suggests that the modern is a 
far more complex proposition.38 
Owen’s paintings deal with aspects of vision explored through blurred vertical forms and an optical 
complexity that can be linked to Alberti’s veil, which softens like a filter. In Spectrum Analysis # 4, 
2003–04, Figure 5, Owen uses an illusive optical space to comment on the contemporary theme of 
virtual information.39 In light of this, Krauss convincingly links optical symbolism in the nineteenth	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Butler, A Secret History of Australian Art, 27. 
38 Caroline Barnes, “Robert Owen: A Different Kind of Modern,” Artlink 26, no. 3 (2006): 44, 45.  
39 Robert Owen, Spectrum Analysis # 4, 2003–04, Arc One Gallery,  
http://arcone.com.au/pageContent.php?page=Artwork_Detail&aid=&eid=53&awid=300&imght=584&imgwd
=600 (accessed January 30, 2011). 
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Figure 5 
 
Robert Owen 
Spectrum Analysis # 4, 2003-04 
Synthetic polymer paint on linen, 195 x 195 cm 
Private collection 
 
 
 
 
 
	   31	  
century to modernist abstraction when she writes, “Painters had to confront a particular fact: the 
physiological screen through which light passes to the human brain is not transparent, like a window 
pane; it is like a filter, involved in a set of specific distortions.”40 Here, Krauss refers to the figure of 
the grid and how the veiled figuration can obscure and induce an oneiric space. In a similar vein, 
Barnes’ criticism highlights that the revisionist thread in Owen’s work remains complex and 
speculative because of the presence of an illusive space. 
While Alberti’s window is the visual metaphor for perspectival depth in representational art 
imagery, the window metaphor also functions to convey the primary aspect of the veil in abstraction. 
Here, I examine a relationship between the window metaphor and the modernist veil in abstraction, 
to show that contemporary use of the oneiric veil adopts a modernist frame. 
Art theorist Jack Heffernan applies the window metaphor to the modernist veil in abstraction and 
demonstrates how the window and veil can be associated through binary forms. He comments, “The 
window cannot help signifying the two worlds it constitutes by separation, inside and outside.”41 
Heffernan shows that the window metaphor, when applied to abstraction, can indicate an ulterior 
realm, conveyed by the modernist veil’s oppositions. The window metaphor employs similar 
oppositions found present in the veil image. Another perspective can be evoked where the space 
between the viewer and the object becomes a mirror or threshold whereby an oneiric space occurs. 
Heffernan’s discussion draws on the fact that abstraction creates a perceptual boundary between 
reality and fiction. According to him, the veiled intermediary space is similar to, “The open window 
of Renaissance art [that] becomes the impenetrably occluded window of modern and post-modern 
art [and a] resolutely flattened opacity.”42  
In painting, the window metaphor (between reality and fiction) can be aligned to the grid and 
informs the modernist abstract premise; “By its very abstraction the grid conveyed one of the basic 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 Krauss, “Grids,” October 9 (1979): 57.  
41 Jack Heffernan, Cultivating Picturacy: Visual Art and Verbal Interventions (Waco, TX: Baylor University 
Press, 2006), 66. 
42 Heffernan, Cultivating Picturacy, 65. In addition, Heffernan observes: “Steinberg thus demonstrates that the 
shade of abstraction may reveal, unveil, or expose just as much as it masks or occludes.” 
	   32	  
laws of this knowledge—the separation of the perceptual screen from that of the real.”43 The 
integrity of modernist abstraction is based on the presence of a metaphysical realm, rendered neither 
deep nor flat. This realm is a pivotal aspect of contemporary art. The window and grid evoke binary 
oppositions and allow for the susceptible transcription of space in art. Both are indicators of a veiled 
space that can evoke translucency. The interior and exterior spaces accommodate generative 
metaphors in painting; the veiled space evokes the gap between seeing and recognising a work of 
art.44 This aesthetic and conceptual quality presents itself through veiled abstract forms and oneiric 
qualities. Indeed, the veiled abstract form is spatial and structural, and uses binary oppositions to 
suggest rather than define the physicality of space.  
Artist Stephen Hayley demonstrates how window and mirror metaphors are used to produce a binary 
ambiguity associated with spatial depth in painting. He writes, “This novel mode of 
depiction…fluctuated between window and the mirror—between the deep space and the flat 
space.”45 According to Hayley, the visual subtlety of an in-between space in two-dimensional art is 
“an evocative pictorial method to represent this condition of contemporary space and perceptual 
experience that avoids the literalism of quotation or appropriation.”46 Hayley demonstrates that the 
use of window and mirror metaphors is separate from appropriating methods often found in 
postmodernist art. In his own artwork, Hayley makes use of the modernist grid to simulate the urban 
environment, with the intention to emphasise a metaphoric echo in the work.47 As an echo, the grid 
in Hayley’s work generates the idea of spatial information in an urban environment and a hyper-real 
space. 
Clearly, the grid and the notion of an echo recall the Platonic supposition of the “copy of the copy” 
and Friedrich Nietzsche’s notion of the “eternal return,” both of which are discussed by Delueze and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 Rosalind Krauss, Grids: Format and Image in 20th Century Art (New York: The Pace Gallery, 1979).  
44 Charles Palermo, “Tactile Translucence: Miro, Leiris, Einstein,” October 97 (2001): 32. Thus: “[The] 
pictorial space becomes a surface in which the activity of a surrogate offers a metaphor for the painter’s bodily 
entry into the surface of the painting.” 
45 Stephen Hayley, “Deep Flat: The Painting of Dale Hickey” in Dale Hickey: Life in a Box, ed. Chris 
McAuliffe and Paul Zika (Melbourne, VIC: Ian Potter Museum of Art, 2008), 27. 
46 Ibid., 28.  
47 Gary Medicott, “A Shout in the Suburban Echo Chamber,” in The Age, September 18, 2004, 
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2004/09/15/1095221655490.html?from=stryrhs  
(accessed October 14, 2010). 
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Krauss.48 The grid depicted pictorially conveys the idea of a copy, like an echo. The grid then 
becomes a postmodernist concept. However, the grid remains bound by its veil form, which suggests 
an in-between realm. Just as Krauss and Delueze’s research shows, “The grid’s mythic power is that 
it makes us able to think we are dealing with materialism (or sometimes science, or logic) while at 
the same time it provides us with a release into belief (or illusion, or fiction).”49 It is possible to 
suggest that the use of the gridded veil formally in art functions like a mystical filter.   
The grid and shadow also function like a filter that transcribes the perceptual experience of space. 
Linked indirectly to the veil, these abstract forms (the grid and shadow) are openly speculative 
signifiers that can be identified as intermediary indicators in art. 
Through the Veil 
Historically, the painted veil is the abstract depiction of tactile experience; it is a boundary that one 
can imaginatively move through. In this way, the painted veil creates oneiric possibility. The 
modernist notion of looking through and beyond the plane to the surrounding space is a feature of 
contemporary art. For example, the surface space of the veil becomes an internal image in contrast to 
an external architectonic shadow; therefore, it is a reconstruction of experienced space in art. Gill’s 
work provides an apposite example of this idea in her use of an abstract form that becomes spatial 
information in which absence and presence can be read (see Figure 3). Moreover, in Gill’s artwork, 
the reflective screen is a boundary (like a wall) and the aspect of peering through this boundary (the 
transparency it suggests) reconfigures how the work is read, which includes the interior and exterior 
modes of interpretation. 
Similar concepts are explored in the creative processes of Hilarie Mais, as the writing of Victoria 
Lynn demonstrates. Lynn underpins how the grid in Mais’s work invokes a hidden doubling of space 
and the architectonic, through conceptual means.50 Thus, in Whisper, 1992, Figure 6, for example,	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 Deleuze and Krauss, “Plato and the Simulacrum,” 47 
49 Ibid., 47. 
50 Victoria Lynn, “Minimalism and its Shadows,” Art and Australia 32, no. 2 (1994): 235. See for example 
Lynn’s discussion on “the architectural and institutional frameworks that came to the fore in minimalism.” 
	   34	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6 
 
 Hilarie Mais 
Whisper, 1992 
 Oil paint on wood, 201 x 201 x 3 cm 
Private collection 
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the grid simulates this interaction of the physicality of space as a shadow in relation to the plane as a 
wall.51 Lynn asserts, “The borders are between body and architecture, between the grid and its 
shadow, between the image and its disappearance: the border as filter and as membrane.”52 In Mais’s 
work, the grid metaphorically filters the physicality of the surrounding architectural space, which is 
a concept central to the studio component of this study and consequently the oneiric veil present in 
contemporary art. The artist James Turrell comments on how the veiled surface influences his use of 
light and space. He interprets the surface as a speculative interior and exterior plane (like a window), 
which he cuts through. He writes:  
[T]he way I treat things in my own work there’s a lot that has to do with the sensibility that comes out 
of painting—particularly with the picture plane, and going through the picture plane and coming in 
front of the wall. And also treating this wall itself as a picture-plane, either cutting through it with a 
hole, or light that seems to lie in front of it.53 
Therefore, one can move through the surface to a dream space. The surface is in a continual state of 
becoming, and for this reason the veiled space influences the new across a broad spectrum. The 
modernist painterly effect of the veil conceals underlay and in turn reveals deeper meaning, which 
sheds light on the visually complex space of the frame. Of particular interest is Turrell’s comment 
about a “historical and revisionist genealogy” that can be located in contemporary art.54 His 
discussion demonstrates that abstract forms recur to generate new experiences of space. Of course, 
the experience of space in modernist abstraction differs from the experience stipulated by use of the 
oneiric veil in contemporary art. Today, conceptual approaches are adapted and modified to evoke 
speculative complexity, but the transparent dream space of the veil remains.  
 
Projected Shadows 
The projected shadow of a surface veil can evoke an oneiric space. The interwoven space depicts 
and abstracts the field, as Krauss demonstrates. The theorist Gilles Deleuze also shows us that the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 Hilarie Mais, Whisper, 1992, in Peter Hill and Melanie Eastburn, Hilarie Mais: Survey of Works 1974–2004, 
ed. Ian Findlay-Brown (Australian National University, 2004), 19. 
52 Lynn, “Minimalism,” 236. 
53 James Turrell, interviewed by Martin Gayford, “Seeing the Light,” in Modern Painters: Of Death and 
Visions, New York (2000), 26.  
54 Ibid., 26.  
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grid functions to inscribe space on the surface through “folds.”55 Thus, it is clear that the grid creates 
an aesthetic complexity linked to the pictorial tradition of Alberti’s veil.  
The grid and its shadow can allude to architectonic space; when used like mesh, the grid filters space 
and can project inner meanings based on outer spaces. In this way, the grid and its shadow function 
as primary forms of the veil sign. This has best been explained by Krauss, who comments, “The grid 
is an introjection of the boundaries of the world into the interior of the work; it is a mapping of the 
space inside the frame onto itself.”56 Thus, according to Krauss, the grid is linked to the physicality 
of space. The architectonic motifs transcribe a threshold that is mesh-like; as veils, these motifs 
screen physicality. Krauss’s extensive research about the signification of the grid indirectly shows 
that a gap exists between the historical veil and the grid. She writes, “The physical qualities of the 
surface, we could say, are mapped onto the aesthetic dimensions of the same surface. And those two 
planes—the physical and the aesthetic—are demonstrated to be the same plane.”57 As a flattened yet 
transparent plane, the veil blurs the perceptual reading of space. That blurring is its oneiric effect.  
The grid can invoke a hidden, subtle complexity applicable to current strategies and is informed by 
the historical sign and device. This is well demonstrated by Jack Williamson, who identifies a 
historical connection between the grid, architectural space, and the universal field.58 According to 
Williamson, a direct connection can be made between the aesthetics of space and the structure of the 
grid: “The architectonic and constructive values so central to the modernist canon were inherited 
from the previous century.”59 We know that the veil can suggest a physicality that depicts an 
invisible field. In this way, the application functions as an integral boundary that maps space on the 
surface.    
The abstract application of the grid is a veiled form and source of spatial information in two-
dimensional work. Piet Mondrian’s geometric paintings depict architectonic space through 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque (1993; repr., London: Continuum, 2006), 34. 
56 Rosalind Krauss, “Grids,” October 9 (1979): 62.  
57 Ibid,. 61. 
58 Jack H. Williamson, “The Grid: History, Use, and Meaning,” Design Issues 3, no. 2 (1986): 22. 
59 Ibid,. 22.   
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geometrical abstraction in, for example, Broadway Boogie Woogie 1942–43, Figure 7.60 The grid in 
Mondrian’s painting becomes a visible trace of space as Charmoin Wiegand shows us; according to 
her, Mondrian’s use of the grid creates “the emergence of the hidden structure into the physical field 
of vision.”61 The grid appears to be a primary veiled form that reveals a hidden physicality 
connected to architectonic space. Artists today can also be seen pursuing the relationship between 
architecture and the surface by transforming, combining, and constructing abstract form. The veil 
sign located in abstract form achieves a certain mystical quality associated with the absence and 
presence of space.  
In the work of Hossein Valamanesh, his use of a bodily shadow is an abstract form that generates a 
performative echo of the self. Valamanesh’s work deals with the shadow in such a way that he 
induces in the viewer the primary sign of the veil.  It can be suggested that Valamenesh’s use of the 
shadow applies a modernist framework because he builds on the aesthetic premise of abstract form 
as an ambiguous entity. The projection of a shadow in Valamanesh’s art transforms the work into an 
illusive space, in which abstract forms narrate the presence of a mystical space. Art critic Sarah 
Thomas demonstrates that Valamanesh’s use of the shadow is an abstract form that resonates in 
viewers’ memory: “The shadow…appears as a ghostly human presence in a variety of forms, an 
evocative echo—a memory—of personal identity.”62 Thomas’s view is that the shadow is a vehicle 
to transcend the real through symbolic illusion.63 The shadow is an intermediary and primary form, 
which bears comparison to the primary function of the grid. Conceptually, the shadow evokes a veil 
between the real and a mirrored space. In this way, Valamanesh’s art refers to a dream space that 
eludes the everyday. Through a complex layering of visual indicators, the affect can be described as 
an oneiric veil. According to Wendy Walker, Valamanesh’s artwork comprises of “layers of	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 Piet Mondrian, Broadway Boogie Woogie, 1942–43, in Carol Blotcamp, Mondrian: The Art of Destruction 
(1994; repr., London UK: Reaktion Books, 2001), 239. 
61 Charmoin Wiegand, “The Meaning of Mondrian,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 2, no. 8 
(1943): 65. “[I]t was the bones stripped bare that fascinated him—the eternal and unchanging structure of 
reality.” 
62 Sarah Thomas, “Hossein Valamanesh: A Material Journey,” Art and Australia 38, no.2 (2001): 554. 
63 Sarah Thomas, “Word as Image: Islamic Calligraphy in Australian Contemporary Art,” Artlink 27, no. 1 
(2007): 63. “The painted text [in Valamanesh’s work] also operates on an abstract level as both form (a 
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Figure 7 
 
Piet Mondrian 
Broadway Boogie Woogie, 1942-43 
Oil on canvas, 127 x 127 cm  
Museum of Modern Art, New York	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complexity as the viewer recalls prior contexts for recurring symbols and motifs.”64 Valamanesh’s 
art is a revision on the modern; it deals with the interior and exterior, as well as absence and 
presence, as modes of signification.  
Primary indicators such as those used by Valamanesh are tangible elements that unfold in the work 
to create an intangible space suggested by an ever-present boundary. This boundary is a veiled space 
where abstract forms can become ambiguous. Chris Reid’s discussion about the gap, field, or 
expanded space in contemporary art directly shows that artists make use of the modernist “Legacy of 
the Abstract” to evoke a metaphysical quality in their work.65 Reid’s research demonstrates that the 
field is central to some current approaches: “The subsequent postmodern, self-referential return to 
painting frequently involved the reconsideration of abstract, monochromatic painting.”66 Reid thus 
positions artists who currently explore the field in their works as engaged in a revision of the 
modernist premise. Therefore, the oneiric veil exists where perceptive experience of space is 
transformed into an intermediary primary and abstract form that has the capacity to evoke binary 
oppositions.  
 
Language Forms 
Deleuze’s theory of the grid demonstrates that the surface-space of abstraction incorporates the idea 
of moving from seeing to reading art.67 Deleuze suggests that the hidden and exposed reading of the 
grid is an opaque tabula, on which a veiled layering can be written:  
[T]he surface stops being a window on the world and now becomes an opaque grid of information on 
which the ciphered line is written. The painting grid is replaced by tabulation, the grid on which lines, 
numbers and changing characters are inscribed (the objectile).68 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 Wendy Walker, “A Leaf May Become a Forest,” Artlink 23, no. 3 (2003): 32–37. 
65 Chris Reid, “Legacy of the Abstract,” 33. “Typically associated with the pursuit of the gap or abyss in art[, 
the work] is a trompe l’oeil, [that]… has extensive metaphorical possibilities that locate it beyond the 
reconsideration of the art object and generate affective impact.”  
66 Reid, “Legacy of the Abstract,” 31. 
67 Deleuze, The Fold, 47. Deleuze writes, “We go from inflection to inclusion just as we move from the event 
of the thing to the predicate of the notion, or from ‘seeing’ to ‘reading.’” 
68 Deleuze, The Fold, 30. 
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Deleuze demonstrates here that the surface of abstraction is a metaphorically enfolded space that 
generates complexity. The un-fixed space of the surface infers metaphor and interconnects the 
spatial and structural complexities attributed to a pictorial tradition.  
As mesh, the veil weaves myth through the ubiquitous suggestion of a hidden space. Bourriaud has 
described the mesh as a network; like a grid, it generates the suggestion of an in-between, veiled 
space. He shows us that a gridded field is a blueprint through which artists combine layered 
elements to convey their intention. Thus, “the artwork functions as the temporary terminal of a 
network of interconnected elements, like a narrative that extends and reinterprets preceding 
narratives.”69 In this way, the artwork draws attention to a woven figuration that can be read as a 
layered and transparent figuration.  
The installation by Daniel Argyle, Mud Rug, 2005–08, Figure 8, consists of an architectural screen, 
which evokes the presence of an intermediary space to be read.70  Dean Daderko’s criticism of the 
installation demonstrates that Argyles’ use of abstract layers work to produce oppositions associated 
with the modernist veil: 
Argyle and [Sol] LeWitt share a similar energy as provocateurs, as they layer and combine rules to 
act as filters and focus our attention on matters and objects at hand, and on the matrix of the relations 
between them. We can look through their objects as well as at them.71 
Argyle’s use of the lattice is affirmation that the idea of looking through and into the work can 
generate interior and exterior modes of interpretation. Formally, the work is a revision on the 
conceptual break from the modern, as it draws on a different social and cultural context than modern 
works do. Krauss’s view is that “the three dimensional grid (now, a lattice) is understood as a 
theoretical model of architectural space in general.”72 Argyle’s installation of an architectural lattice 
circumscribes a conceptual space through which generative metaphors can be evoked. In the current 
visual culture, pictorial space is transparent like a lattice that has become an oneiric space in which	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Figure 8 
 
Daniel Argyle 
Mud Rug, 2006-08 
Raw terracotta clay, 178 x 178 x 3 cm  
Private collection	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some artists focus. The veiled threshold exists between deep and flat and is often considered a 
geometrical space that has historical significance. Nicolas Baume attests to this by claiming: 
The conventional dichotomy between surface and depth is collapsed in a new dynamic of physicality 
and visually extended skin. Contemporary visuality proposes a new spatial model based on neither 
the deep pictorial space of Renaissance perspective nor the empirical flatness of modernist 
abstraction.73 
For those who subscribe to Baume’s idea of a visually extended skin, contemporary space is an 
aesthetic structure that artists’ construct through the use of veiled primary forms. These forms are 
interpretive and transparent indicators that can be associated with modernist principles. I build on 
Baume’s notion to demonstrate that contemporary space can be described as an oneiric veil that 
engenders the possibility of the new, particularly through the application of binary oppositions. The 
oneiric veil can be thought of as a conceptual application that can induce an illusive shadow space 
similar to the field present in modernist abstraction. In support of this notion, Krauss explains that: 
Through its mesh [the grid] creates an image of the woven infrastructure of the canvas; through its 
network of coordinates a metaphor for the plane geometry of field; through its repetition it configures 
the spread of a lateral continuity. Thus the grid does not reveal the surface laying bare; rather it 
(veils) it through a (repetition).74 
When tied to pictorial tradition, the veil becomes an intermediary abstract form that evokes the idea 
of an in-between space present within contemporary visual culture. As the theory suggests, the 
poststructuralist shift from seeing to reading art has an important role to play: “Perception involves a 
combination of language and bodily awareness.”75  
 
Alberti’s Window  
Alberti’s metaphoric window, as described in his manifesto On Painting, 1435, dealt with the 
illusion of spatial depth on a two-dimensional surface.76 This customary metaphor for pictorial 
representation is the subject of an art history debate, because the window can equally suggest that a 
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74 Krauss, “The Originality of the Avant-Garde,” 57. 
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metaphysical space is present in two-dimensional art. The preceding discussion has shown that the 
notion of interior and exterior is a binary opposition that can imply the presence of an oneiric veil. 
This is especially the case where the composition emphasises the space between the foreground and 
background of an image.  
Lutz Koepnick develops a parallel between Alberti’s window and the invisible field present in 
modernist abstraction. Koepnick speaks of the window as something that “energised codes of 
realism based on a categorical separation between the space of the viewer and the visual field.”77 As 
Alberti’s veil was invented at the same time as the window metaphor, it similarly yet speculatively 
softens the space between the gaze and the subject. Alberti describes the veil as: 
A veil loosely woven of fine threads into as many parallel square sections as you like, and stretched 
on a frame. I set this up between the eye and the object to be represented, so that the visual pyramid 
passes through the loose weave of the veil.78 
Carroll Westfall demonstrates that Alberti’s veil can be correlated to Alberti’s window metaphor.79 
The notion of a veil is thus bound historically to the window metaphor; it is considered a geometric 
and perspective space, which is best illustrated by Albrecht Dürer in the Teaching of Measurement, 
1538, Figure 9.80 The veiled frame also contributes to the semiotic understanding of the 
circumscription of form, which initially dealt with the illusion of space in art.  
Albert Borgman claims that Dürer’s grid is “information on how to obtain information,” and 
“abstract information [that] becomes concrete transformation.”81 In Holm’s research, the 
instructional piece of mesh is similarly integral to the creation of architectural space. Thus, he 
writes, “This transparent media might be as much a concealer as a revealer of reality, that it might 
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Figure 9 
 
 Albrecht Dürer  
Underweysung der Messung (Teaching of Measurement), 1538 
Woodcut, closed book 29.7 x 20.4 x 2cm, book page 29.2 x20.3 cm 
Museum of Fines Arts, Boston, MA 	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have woven into its surface a fiction.”82 These significant points demonstrate links between the 
interwoven surface-space of the frame and the poetics of two-dimensional space. Holm detects that 
the coordinates of Alberti’s veil induce a dynamic between architectonic space, the gaze, object, and 
subject.83  
The surface of abstraction can imply a metaphysical space. The surface veil is designed to soften the 
illusion of space and can convey the blurring of these perceptual aspects of vision. That is why Holm 
ties Lacan’s mirror theory to Filippo Brunelleschi’s perspectival device that made use of a mirror, 
which was further developed by Alberti (see On Painting). Holm states, “The Mirror disrupted the 
image of the world, by placing within it an image of the eye of the perceiver, at that very moment 
that perspective became the model of our relationship to the world.”84 With the signification of 
Alberti’s veil as window-like, it has become a conceptually complex vehicle used to transcend the 
real and evoke the mystical through illusory means. Joseph Masheck deliberates on the window 
metaphor as a trope when he writes, “Alberti’s all too famous Renaissance idea of a painted image 
as window-like does not simply apply to the (overall) surface of a painting, assumedly framed.”85 
Masheck demonstrates that Alberti’s window generates the idea of a bridge between fiction and 
reality.86  
The fragility of the modernist veil is that it circumscribes on the surface the physicality of space, and 
the absence and presence of space. Jay Martin demonstrates that the surface of abstraction is an 
aperture image, as it “casts an attentive eye on the fragmentary, detailed, and richly articulated 
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surface of a world it is content to describe rather than explain.”87 Indeed, an oneiric space consists of 
fragmentations while the veil suggestively enfolds the surface.  
Natalie Kosoi draws comparison to Martin Heidegger and Jean Paul Sartre’s notions of nothingness 
and Rothko’s paintings. Her comparison connects the nothingness that space permits to the veil in 
Rothko’s paintings by claiming that Rothko’s illusive spaces induce “the apprehension of our 
finitude and fragility”.88 In Rothko’s paintings, layered abstractions produce interior and exterior 
oppositions that produce window and mirror visual imagery. Kosoi demonstrates that the veil, in 
Rothko’s work, creates a boundary that eliminates perspective while illusively suggesting a 
transcendent depth.89 Rothko’s paintings therefore make use of an illusive veil to induce an oneiric 
doubling of space. 
Theoretically, the modernist abstract premise ties together optical and symbolic illusion. Michael 
Fried comments on the complexity of this premise when he writes, “Differentiation between the 
presence of the (temporal) object and the present-ness of the (timeless) pictorial depended on the 
opposition between the optical and the tactile.”90 In contemporary art, the veiled space is evoked by 
the suggestive presence of a boundary that has oneiric potential.  
 
Beyond the Screen 
Alberti’s curious veil recurs in art in the reshaping of the unshaped. In visual art culture today, the 
ever-present suggestion of an in-between space can be interpreted as a dream space and veiled 
threshold.91 The veil softens and blurs; its transparency and opacity simultaneously invoke 
transformation. The veil’s primary function is to generate interior and exterior modes of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
87 Jay Martin, “Scopic Regimes of Modernity,” in Vision and Visuality, ed. Hal Foster (New York: Bay Press, 
1988): 13.  
88 Natalie Kosoi, “Nothingness Made Visible: The Case of Rothko’s Paintings,” 25. 
89 Daniel Bell, “The Condition of History,” in Art in Theory, ed. Harrison and Wood (Massachusetts: 
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interpretation and a perceptual experience of space. This reveals that the veil is an architectonic 
space, generating a certain physicality associated with the absence and presence of space.   
Above all, the oneiric veil infiltrates the surface and induces tactile occurrences. Modernist 
abstraction draws on an architectural tradition linked to the veil, as Holm and Krauss have 
demonstrated.92 The ideological space of abstraction may have collapsed, but an oneiric veil 
remains. Created through the means of a veil, the oneiric informs conceptual and aesthetic strategies, 
including my own.  
The interior exteriority of the veil creates multiple possible readings of space, but above all implies 
ambiguity, which is an attribute of the oneiric. In current visual culture, the oneiric veil broadens the 
artist’s capacity to develop new ways for producing art; it also preserves transparency.  
In summary, the veil is an abstract figuration that can be used to extend social and cultural themes 
and evocatively comment on aesthetic structure in contemporary art. The presence of a veil sign 
perpetuates the modernist premise. The research that follows will demonstrate that the modernist 
veil is an oneiric abstract form that evokes the sense of space. The critical examination will discuss 
the modernist veil and its oneiric attributes with a focus on how the veil form determines an illusive 
dream space. 
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Chapter 2 
Dream Space and the Modernist Veil 
 
Ché tu sé ombra e ombra vedi 
(You are a shade, and shade you see) 
Dante Alighieri 93 
 
The painting methods of veiling and scumbling can create a certain ambiguous physicality on the 
canvas surface and suggest the absence and presence of space. The modernist veil is produced using 
such layering applications and can evoke the hidden through erasure, overlay, and blurring.94 The 
previous chapter demonstrated that the modernist veil traces space, not unlike the historical veil 
device. In this chapter, I will demonstrate that a close scrutiny of the aesthetic effects of the 
modernist veil creates the suggestion of a dream space. Indeed, the presence of a dream space 
historically places the modernist veil at the centre of current discussions about an in-between space 
present in art today, and on what I claim is an oneiric veil.  
I believe the oneiric veil has the capacity to create new possibilities for painting. Denis Gielen’s idea 
of multiplicity in abstract form is central to my understanding of the oneiric embeddedness of the 
veil. Gielen shows how a certain ambiguity of the veil can metaphorically generate multiple possible 
readings of space when he writes: 
[We] face the impossibility of describing what we see, beyond being trick or illusion, because 
the work cannot be understood in any single way, or more precisely it can be understood just as 
easily from either way.95  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
93 Dante Alighieri, “The Divine Comedy: Purgatorio,” cited by Derek Traversi, The Literary Imagination: 
Studies in Dante, Chaucer, Shakespeare (Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 1982), 27. 
94 Jon Bird, “Indeterminacy and (Dis)Order in the Work of Cy Twombly,” Oxford Art Journal 30, no. 3 
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Gielen demonstrates how a changeable and evolving entity is often masked in contemporary art. The 
veil’s ambiguity bears transitional characteristics, as artists use it to transcribe a space of physicality, 
whether felt or experienced. 
The oneiric veil is concerned with the purist ideology of modernist abstraction, and artists today use 
it to induce a mythic sense of time and space. It can evoke conceptuality in pure aesthetic form and 
can be related to a direct experience of space. The aesthetic effect and application perpetuates 
physicality and the tactile experience of space in art. The oneiric veil is created where an occurrence 
on the surface is achieved through use of the painterly effects that filter like a veil and include the 
grid and its shadow. 
Central to the idea of the oneiric veil is that it is a characteristic of contemporary art and evokes a 
physical quality that can be related to the experience of space in art. This research addresses the 
notion that the veil evokes physicality (found at a given site) and is a time and space figuration.  In 
my painting Disclosed Opening, 2009–10, Figure 10, a veil ascends in an intermediary space and 
manifests a certain tactile physicality that I experienced in Kuwaiti City. The softened rectangular 
structure can be likened to a louver window that filters the atmospheric fragmentations experienced 
in the city. The work can be read as a recollection of space and a transcription on the surface. It 
becomes a repository for memory and occurrence, the residue of a particular time and space.  
This research deals with the ideological function of the modernist veil and examines a select group 
of painters who evoke the modernist principle in their works. With specific attention to how the veil 
can indicate an oneiric space, I examine works by Mark Rothko, Joan Miro, Simon Hantaï, Jackson 
Pollock, Morris Louis, Robert Ryman, Cy Twombly, and Gerhard Richter.96  
By extension, the oneiric veil can be aligned to surrealist theory. This alignment allows me to 
identify the historical development that might influence the oneiric underlay in contemporary art 
today.  	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Figure 10  
 
Kelly Devrome  
Disclosed Opening, 2009-10  
Oil on linen, 185 x 99 cm 
Private collection, Melbourne 
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The veil is frequently used to make tangible the intangible. Its effect facilitates an intriguing 
cohesion between the covered surface and the presence of an invisible field. The presence of the 
transitional veil sign creates binary oppositions in a modernist framework that tend to evoke an 
oneiric space. Therefore, I research the binary oppositions that can produce an oneiric veil. Layering 
characteristically evokes a mystical quality because of the transitions that occur in modernist 
abstraction, such as absence and presence. The perceptual function of these transitions influences 
artists’ use of the oneiric; for example, Anish Kapoor formally deals with space and aesthetic 
structure to induce notions of the void, thus creating an oneiric and mystical space.97 Oscillation 
between binary forms in his structures suggests the presence of the veil sign. On that account, it can 
be said that the veil sign is a structure that produces an oneiric space. 
 
Hidden Spaces  
Theoretical evidence tells us that the veil is bound by a hidden space and that its primary function is 
to reveal and conceal. The veil can be an aesthetic application, sign, signifier, and indicator. Above 
all, the veil is ambiguous; in this way, it creates an illusive dream space.  
The veil sign is a historic application that recurs in art.98 According to art historian Moshe Barasch:   
The veil, then, an implement of obscuring is an intrinsically ambiguous object [that] hides what it 
contains and makes it a secret...at the same time the veil…publicly announces, as it were, that 
something is hidden, that here there is a secret.99  
Barasch makes it clear that the veil induces the gaze and can reveal deeper meanings or truths that 
are in fact hidden or experienced by the viewer.100 Holm takes this idea further when he suggests that 
the gaze deepens the viewer’s imaginative perception of space when the veil is present, so that the 
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veil functions as a mirror.101 This imbues the veil with an inherent link to a hidden space that can 
inflect the oneiric.  
In his seminal work, A Theory of Cloud, Damisch pairs the primacy of the veil to the depiction of 
clouds in allegorical painting. Damisch illustrates that clouds, fogs, and mists historically perform as 
veils, with the function to reveal and conceal. Drawing on the important work of Wölfflin, Damisch 
advises, “We should remember the importance that Wölfflin attached to the motif of the veil in 
Baroque imagery [that] reveals only as it conceals: in every respect it appears to be one of the most 
favoured signs in representation.”102 The veil is thus a painterly application that artists have used 
historically to suggest an obscuring quality in their work. The idea that the veil traces the invisible 
aspect of space more precisely suggests absence and presence, as in Alberti’s veil, and an “oneiric 
connotation.”103 All aspects of the veil as a painterly application, sign, and device are innately 
interwoven and bound by their potential to generate the oneiric.    
Wölfflin sought to elucidate the significance of tectonic form and how it is bound by composition 
through his notion of meshes. In so doing, he connected the constructive values of architecture to the 
veil sign, therefore commenting, “We feel everywhere the web of horizontals and verticals [in 
architecture], but the epoch tended to work itself free from these meshes.”104 Wölfflin showed that 
tectonic form is mesh-like, as it both exposes and conceals architectural spaces. I am interested in 
how the modernist veil can induce a temporal quality that is associated with the experience of site-
specificity. More precisely, the studio component of this exegetical work uses the veil to produce a 
shadow space. The changeable overlay is performative in that it is a subtle reflection on the 
movement of time and space in a specific context.  
Deleuze demonstrates that the veil is an aspect of Baroque architecture and a mesh figuration with 
architectonic value when he writes, “We glimpse the visible through the mist as if through the mesh 
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of a veil, following the creases that allow us to see stone in the opening of their inflections, ‘fold 
after fold,’ revealing the city.”105 Delueze’s description suggests that the folds delineate the city’s 
forms like a veil. Both Wölfflin and Delueze demonstrate that architectural structure can be 
described as a veil. The veiled surface of modernist abstraction can therefore be described as an 
aesthetic structure. Such veiled structures can be tied to oneiric space, especially where a veil 
meshes together and forms a grid.   
The veil enfolds space and renders the unseen as seen to perceptually convey space as a mystical 
configuration. From a current architectural perspective, historian Thomas Mical claims, “Within 
modern architecture there lies a secret history of surrealist thought.”106 He goes on to explain that: 
“surrealist space has the possibility of overcoming rationalism to bring the oneiric ‘underworld’ to 
the surface of perception.”107 Mical’s view demonstrates that modernist architecture draws on an 
illusive space linked to surrealist processes, and that the oneiric is closely tied to this aspect of 
modernist architecture.  
The veil’s architectonic and mesh-like coordinate is a significant characteristic of abstract painting 
and modernist architecture. The modernist veil can also be linked to current practice because of the 
presence of an oneiric space within it. Although architectural history is outside the scope of this 
research, the modernist veil can evoke a physicality that I align to the architectonic and mystical 
depiction of space in contemporary art. Moreover, the veil can be linked to surrealism through the 
presence of a dream space within it. It follows Italo Calvino’s description of space in the city: “Your 
footsteps follow not what is outside the eyes, but what is within, buried, erased.”108  
 
Objective Chance  
The oneiric is commonly understood as related or pertaining to dream. This section evaluates the 
oneiric in terms of the presence of binary forms and controlled applications in modernist abstraction, 	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wherein veiled figurations, such as grids or shadows, take form and produce screened, filtered, and 
illusive qualities. The modernist veil determines a presence evoked by what it excludes as absent in 
the work. Objective chance is a means through which transitional forms of the veil can occur. 
Through controlled layering effects, fragmented and mysteriously guised elements take shape and 
become buried within the surface of the painting. 
A dream space is more generally regarded as an aspect of surrealism. The transitional modernist 
veil, however, also suggests a dream space. Art historian Robert Hobbs demonstrates this when he 
writes, “Early [abstract expressionist] works reflect a journey within…the twilight world of 
dreams.”109 Of particular interest is the cohesion between abstraction and an interior and exterior 
world. Abstract figurations indicate movements in space or, as Bachelard writes, “transformations 
which make oneiric space the same place of the movements imagined.”110  
Reference to Bachelard allows for the application of a theoretical link between real physical space 
and the fictional reality of a dream space to the modernist veil. For example, art historian Charles 
Palermo has equated Joan Miro’s painted backgrounds to the notion of “tactile translucence,” which 
describes physically being in or moving through space.111 Such translucence can be seen in a number 
of Miro’s paintings and is best illustrated in Birth of the World, 1925, Figure 11.112 Palermo’s notion 
supports the idea that the oneiric is buried within a fine veil layer. The veiled absence and presence 
creates an illusive space, as Palermo contends: 
The impression of objectification is associated with the experience of an objective space, while 
awareness of the continuity between subject and object tends to locate experience on the frontier of a 
bodily space…. Miro produces an object for vision in the “outer-world”—a picture of the horizon of 
his bodily space.113 	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Expressionism: The Formative Years, ed. Robert Hobbs and Gail Levin (New York: Whitney Museum of 
American Art, 1978), 8–26. 
110 Gaston Bachelard, Le Droit de Rêver (Paris, Presses Universities de France, 1970), 195. “Les 
transformations qui font de l’espace onirique le lieu même des mouvements imagines.” 
111 Charles Palermo, “Tactile Translucence: Miro, Leiris, Einstein,” October 97 (2001): 31, 34. 
112 Joan Miro, Birth of the World, 1938, in Joan Miro, ed. Carolyn Launchner (New York: The Museum of 
Modern Art, 2008). 
113 Palermo, “Tactile Translucence,” (2001): 31, 34.  
This scumbled blue ground…often confuses or complicates the organization of a deep space…. [T]he 
application of a thin layer of paint [...is] fundamentally [an] illusion of space…the background 
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Figure 11 
 
Joan Miro 
Birth of the World, 1938 
Oil on canvas, 250.8 x 200 cm  
Museum of Modern Art, New York 
	   56	  
Palermo shows that the objective effect of Miro’s veiling technique is a tactile transcription of 
“bodily-space.”114 Miro’s evocative veil is thus a filtered space; this oneiric quality is physical and of 
the body, as Palermo suggests.  
David Crouch comments on space and physicality when he describes the theory of “spacing” in 
regard to the “dynamic relationality between representations and practices both situated and 
mobile.”115 He says that site-specificity, “situated or mobile,” incorporates an occurrence between 
landscape and body that transcribes physicality. He goes on to suggests that through “familiarity and 
habitual engagement [with landscape], the meaning, our relationship with things can change in 
register, slight adjustments of feeling over time becoming more significant.” As recollections of 
space develop on the surface, fragmentations and oscillations can be exemplified through the use of 
the veil layer. These signs become embodied.  
As Crouch’s argument demonstrates, landscape is “the assemblage of landforms, concrete shapes, 
fields, gutters, designed spaces, [and a] surreptitious collection of things…implicitly included are 
our own bodies that are now enlivened into the ‘landscape.’”116 Abstraction can be a transcription of 
bodily experience, even if the oneiric veil is temporal. Jameson argues that in abstraction, “the 
reduction to the present can thus be formulated in terms of a reduction to the body as a present of 
time.”117 
In his Surrealist Manifesto, André Breton describes how the surrealist imagination can work to 
produce an interior and exterior dichotomy.118 Breton pairs the oneiric image to a boundary between 
a waking state and dream state, where a metaphoric threshold is present. According to him, the 
veiled threshold can be produced using objective chance, as is evident in some modernist 
abstraction.  	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The idea of hasard objectif (objective chance) is primarily founded on the work of Sigmund Freud 
and his interpretation of a dream-space; its definition, based on Hegelian thought, is “the point of 
intersection between inner desires and external reality.”119 The artistic approach to hasard objectif 
creates an oneiric space through visually subjective forms, such as veiling. 
Painter Simon Hantaï initially experimented with surrealist processes, such as automatism; however, 
in his later work, he used objective chance to evoke the fold.120 Agnes Berecz discusses the painting 
method of Hantaï in regard to the oneiric and the fold seen in, for example, Tabula, 1976, Figure 
12.121 She writes that the “teleological evolution from the oneiric iconography of surrealist figuration 
to late modernist abstraction,” is connected to “the prevalence of surrealist automatism and the role 
of the body in the pilage [crushings].”122 Hantaï works with geometrical forms on canvas to evoke 
the impression of folds, and in this way he organises an oneiric space using controlled chance. The 
tabulation is somewhere between the physicality of the fold (objective chance) and an oneiric space 
that is consequently a veiled space.  
The veil makes manifest a field, shrouded by an unseen physicality that is at the same time absent 
and present. David Gervais’ discussion about painterly applications in abstraction that invoke a 
metaphysical space beyond the surface demonstrates that the veil layer is also space when he writes,   
Painting takes us beyond the world by taking us so deeply into it…. Such questions cannot be asked, 
let alone answered, unless we understand better than we do the ways in which modern painters paint, 
the kind of marks they do on the paint-surface.123  
Gervais shows us that the veil is buried within the paint surface and that it creates a complexity that 
can render present the tangible, absent aspects of space. At the veil’s core, binary oppositions are 
closely aligned to historical applications of the veil, as it is a device that renders visible the invisible 
aspects of space. As Gervais describes, marks are used “to show how closely questions of	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Figure 12 
 
 Simon Hantäi 
Tabula, 1976 
Oil on canvas, 114.5 x 114.5 cm 
Private collection	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‘technique’ are bound up with the questions about the nature of art itself.”124 Gervais’ description 
recalls Krauss’ notion of the aesthetic and the physical on the same plane, which accounts for the 
modernist veil’s capacity to illuminate unseen spaces. 
 
The Compositional Veil 
An interwoven and compositional veil produces a field. Relevant to artists’ conceptual strategies 
today, the veil shadows the surface to refer to an architectonic physicality. In current practice, the 
metaphoric capacity of the veil, when linked to the architectonic surface-space of the frame, 
continues to deepen our sense of space. The modernist veil is bound by an intermediary space, as 
Baume and Kosoi have noted. Clearly, a connection exists between the masked surface and the in- 
between. James Heffernan draws on the earlier work of Leo Steinberg to show that “the shade of 
abstraction may reveal, unveil, or expose just as much as it masks or occludes.”125  
 
Artists have used and understood the veil as a dichotomous application that alludes to a penumbral 
space. Jackson Pollock formally evoked the field by literally veiling the frame. As art historian 
Thomas Crow claims, “Veiling and unveiling are the key terms in current arguments over Pollock’s 
significance for artists in the 20th century.”126 The veil in Pollock’s painting evokes a physicality that 
fluctuates between surface and veil, between seeing and reading the space transcribed. David 
Hopkins points out that Pollock used the veil to conceal forms beneath the surface and to create a 
conceptual space.127 The non-objectivity achieved in Pollock’s work exists between the physicality 
of the surface and the space in relation to a field.128 The web-work effect covered figural 
components in order to create a conceptual tension and buried meaning. The painting Untitled, 1949, 
Figure 13, is an example of how the veil fills the surface to create space.129 Pollock’s veiling 	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Figure 13 
 
Jackson Pollock  
Untitled, 1949  
Paper, enamel, and aluminum paint on pavatex, 78.5 x 57.5 cm 
 Beyeler collection, Basel 
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application in this work places emphasis on a physical experience of the surface. 
Morris Louis’ diaphanous veil paintings are prominent examples of modernist veiling. Inspired by 
Helen Frankenthaler’s stain paintings, Louis uses objective chance to achieve ambiguous and 
suspended veils.130 This is evident in the painting Russet, 1958, Figure 14, wherein the veiled surface 
creates an impenetrable, yet illusive space.131 The veil stain becomes a threshold that is embodied. 
Modernist art critic Michael Fried argues, “The contrast between the stained and bare canvas was 
important to…[Louis], perhaps because it ruled out seeing the interior of the veil configuration as a 
kind of space and thereby helped secure its illusive substantiality.”132 Louis’s veil in Russet is 
austere, yet produces an oneiric quality. In this way, Louis’s veil produces a translucency that 
evokes space while simultaneously masking it.  
The visually illuminating and veiled rectangular forms of Mark Rothko are spatially atmospheric in 
another way; they hover as edgeless forms. Art historian Anna Chave comments on the 
omnipresence of Rothko’s work, whereby a “dialectic of presence and absence [are] at play…as they 
overlay traces of the pictorial schemata for landscapes—open space, voids, absence.”133 Rothko’s 
palpable veil remains a profound enigma bound by the subtle suggestion of openings and enclosures 
in, for example, Untitled (Study for the Seagram Mural), 1958–59, Figure 15.134 Rothko deals with 
tangibility and intangibility, where the veil forms bring to the surface a formalist tradition that is 
historically tactile.135 As Hobbs shows, the ambiguous interior and exterior veil is the result of the  
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133 Anna C. Chave, “Mark Rothko. Washington and New York,” The Burlington Magazine 140, no. 1147 
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Figure 14 
 
 Morris Louis  
Russet, 1958 
Synthetic polymer paint on canvas, 235.6 x 441.1 cm 
Museum of Modern Art, New York 	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Figure 15 
 
Mark Rothko  
Untitled (Study for the Seagram Mural), 1958-59 
Gouache on paper, 76.2 x 56 cm  
Christopher Rothko collection	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content.136 The veil layers obscure the surface as a guise. Hobbs goes further to suggest, “In 
Rothko’s Vessels of Magic…forms are veiled; they do not exist on a one to one basis with any 
known object.… [I]ndeterminants remain indeterminate; obscurities continue to obscure.”137 The 
oneiric effect is located by the viewer and incorporates the specificity of circumscription in the two-
dimensional space; thus, Rothko’s veil layer becomes a space of becoming.138 His application 
compels us to read veiled figurations as corporeal forms; they induce rumination, and a kind of 
dream space that allows for the perception of fullness in emptiness.   
Cy Twombly’s abstract paintings transcend space as he makes use of the veil. As Jon Bird has 
commented, his erased forms create a transition that evokes absence and presence. Bird’s discussion 
shows this aspect of Twombly’s work in relation to the drawing Study for the Treatise on the Veil, 
1970, Figure 16.139  He comments that Twombly’s use of erasure is akin to that of a “graffitist for 
whom ‘absence’ rather than presence is the defining characteristic.”140 Twombly’s erasures create a 
shadow, but they are also veils. Thus, Twombly’s practice makes it possible to link absence and 
presence to the veil sign, thereby inducing an oneiric space. 
The post-painterly approach of Robert Ryman is a formal response to the veil. In Classico IV, 1968, 
Figure 17, subtle transcriptions on the surface reveal the geometrical figure to primarily evoke its 
mythology.141 As discussed in the previous chapter, critics often hold that abstraction has exhausted 
the limits of the paint surface as a transcendent space;	  thus, the surface can no longer be applied to 
current practice. Christopher Wood makes this point when he writes, “No longer is painting a mirror	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Figure 16 
 
 Cy Twombly  
Study for the Treatise on the Veil, 1970  
Wax crayon, pencil, colour pencil, scotch tape and collage paper, 70 x 100 cm 
Menil collection	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Figure 17 
  
Robert Ryman 
Classico IV, 1968 
Acrylic on handmade classico paper, mounted on foamcore, 91 x 89 cm 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York 
Panza collection	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for self-scrutiny or a luminous aperture onto the divine.”142 Conversely, he acknowledges that the 
paintings become a “major site” that can be considered a space in which the oneiric can occur.143 
While Wood highlights the shift that occurred between the dense, painterly abstraction of the 
previous generation and the conceptual approach of the newer generation, he acknowledges that the 
post-painterly approach is radical. The grid present in Ryman’s work does suggest the classical 
mythology of the grid, particularly its relation to the surface as a veiled space.  
Gerhard Richter questions whether abstract images and apertures created on a field using veiled 
effects can be complex. The main focus of Richter’s work is a blurred space between deep and flat. 
His paintings explore the intermediary space through softened and blurred representations of images 
that contrast abstractions; these show a mottled relationship between the paint surface and the visual 
space of a field. Gertrude Koch says that Richter uses the blur as a means to penetrate microscopic 
and macroscopic modes of vision, and that Richter’s use of the blur generates the presence of a field.  
Specifically, she says that Richter’s interest “in the magnifying glass as a means of blurring our 
vision of the world [is] a means of transcending the impenetrable and undiscerning presence of a 
field.”144 Richter’s use of the blur functions to capture time and space as an impenetrable spatial 
depth. This notion is in line with the view of Herman Rapaport, who states, “This highly self-
conscious seizing of the moment as [an] evanescent now [is] often in a trail of blur.”145 In Richter’s 
work, the veil has the capacity to blur the boundary between depiction and abstraction as the work 
questions significant social themes. Richter’s interest in the modernist veil can be found in 
Schattenbild (Shadow Painting), 1968, Figure 18, where the grid shadows an in-between space 
within the foreground and background of the image. The primary veil form in Richter’s painting 
becomes a vehicle to suggest an intermediary space.146  	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Figure 18 
 
Gerhard Richter 
Schattenbild (Shadow Painting), 1968 
Oil on canvas, 67 x 87 cm 
Serralves Museum of Contemporary Art, Porto, Portugal	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In contemporary visual culture and painting in particular, the presence of a veil creates a dissipation 
of the sense of depth, until the partial shadow space is neither here nor there. It is a transformative 
space, as Bird’s research has shown; above all, the veil creates a dream space.147 Therefore, the 
oneiric aspect of the veil is openly ambiguous in that it creates a speculative space in which 
generative processes can occur. 
 
Generative Spaces 
This research demonstrates that the modernist veil can enfold the surface and create a generative 
dream space within a painting. Close examination of the veil demonstrates that the layering of paint 
particularly evokes this space. The veil layer creates an erased imprint that collapses surface into an 
oneiric space. Baume’s research has demonstrated that the collapsed space is tied to the historical 
evolution of framed space.148 Similarly, Kosoi’s discussion emphasises the presence of an in-
between space when she writes that Rothko’s work is “ambiguous, unperceivable, fluctuating, 
neither deep nor flat.”149 The modernist veil therefore facilitates an oneiric space.150  
Christopher Rothko has described the veil in Mark Rothko’s painting as tactile and suggestive of the 
sense of space: he writes, “The all-over painting of his multiforms, where delineation between 
background and foreground has essentially ceased to exist [become] the almost mystic sense of 
space in his classic abstraction.”151 Rothko’s paintings are an apposite example of the veil sign as an 
indicator for the mystical. Importantly, Christopher Rothko’s assertion demonstrates that the fine 
film of a veil divides the space between deep and flat, between structural space and fictional space. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
147  Bird, “Indeterminacy and (Dis) Order,” 491. Thus: “In the judgement of Paris, Damisch…develops a 
theory of analytic iconology…linking artwork to dream work; recognising that what connect them are 
questions of transformation.”  
148 Nicolas Baume, “Floating in the Most Peculiar Way,” 19, 26. 
149 Natalie Kosoi, “Nothingness Made Visible: The Case of Rothko’s Paintings,” Art Journal 64, no. 2 (2005): 
20–31, 28.  
150 Hubert Damisch, A Theory of Cloud: Toward a History of Painting (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 2002), 130. 
151 Christopher Rothko, “The Artist’s Reality: Philosophies through an Italian Lens,” in Rothko, ed. Oliver 
Wick (Italy: Skira Editore S.p.A, 2007), 28.  
	   70	  
In light of this, Rothko’s surface veil highlights continued complexity as it meshes together an 
oneiric space.  
Critical discussion about the processes of the modernist veil highlights that the profound aspect of 
mark making associated with a painterly veil can evoke the mystical. Recently, Simon Morley 
commented on Rothko’s approach toward the surface, whereon he creates blurred veilings of space 
that generate the presence of an oneiric element. Morley writes, “The fuzzy rectangles evoke 
erasures, censorings, concealments or veilings of paragraphs of writing [that generate the] presence 
of a phantom text.”152 Morley shows that the veil in Rothko’s paintings unfolds to enfold a hidden 
script. 
The veil layer gradually creates an imprint on the surface of an oneiric space. Madeleine Hatz 
discusses the interaction between maker, subject, and object in this space, and claims it is essentially 
a “spatial situation that is double.”153 She argues that the oneiric is manifest in the creative 
process.154 Moreover, Hatz demonstrates that the oneiric exists within or beyond a space and that it 
shares a unique relationship with the space of visual culture when she writes:  
The space of the work of art thus contains both the process of its making and its viewing…it is 
characterized by oscillations, discrepancies, misalignments, multiplicity and recurrence.… The 
situation has something in common with oneiric space, where weightlessness and gravity oscillate.155  
While the oneiric can be described as an in-between space created by the presence of a veil, Hatz 
claims that the situation that occurs between the gaze, subject, and object is a metaphysical 
occurrence; hence, it can produce a dream-space. Artists who engage in the processes create a space 
that is beyond the frame; they develop a deep historicity and mythology in their works.  
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Transcription of the Surface 
The oneiric veil lies between a deep and shallow space and its application becomes a partial erasure: 
while one-space collapses, another emerges. There has been much attention afforded to the revision 
of abstraction in current art, but little attention to the veil and the oneiric. It is possible that the 
notion of an oneiric veil recalls prior forms, and has been overlooked as a result. I have revisited the 
modernist veil to demonstrate that the physicality it transcribes on the surface evokes a dream space. 
Moreover, the physical experience of space when translated as a veil generates a multiplicity and 
complexity when seen in contemporary art.  
The relation of the oneiric to perception and vision in art cannot be known with certainty, because 
this relation refers to a dream-space that is open and mythic. The mysterious propensity of artists to 
fix an infinite space through use of the veil application in art is essential to the development of 
painting. For painters, the veil suggestively brings about an occurrence and gives deeper meaning to 
the object becoming the subject. This is the double nature of the veil. As an echo of physical 
experience, the veil layer unlocks a formal engagement with space. The veiled space created by 
overlaid, softened, and blurred effects is reflective of both historicity and mythology.  	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Chapter 3 
Contemporary Projections of Site and Space 
 
“I found myself peering into a stretch of the Old Country, a foggy, sepia world….”  
David Malouf 156 
 
Looking through the veiled atmosphere created by a sandstorm in Kuwait City, it occurred to me 
that what is made hidden could evoke the mystical. The hidden is a magical space, where dreams 
can become real, where the surface veil indicates an ambiguity woven between fiction and reality. A 
dominant aspect of this research involves an examination of multiplicity, particularly how the 
historical and theoretical applications of the veil can generate layers of complexity. Here, I will 
examine contemporary works to which artists have applied the primacy of the veil to induce an 
oneiric space. 
In the previous chapter, the research demonstrated that the oneiric is closely tied to the modernist 
veil. This chapter will discuss the significance of this connection in terms of contemporary art in 
Australia. I identify works that depict the presence of a field through use of veiled forms to develop 
the idea that the work contextually revises a modernist frame. In so doing, I will review evidence 
that suggests the oneiric veil can be applied to current practices and approaches. 
Critical analysis of Alberti’s veil has demonstrated that the window and mirror metaphors are 
related to the veil because they induce an ambiguity through binary oppositions and produce a 
dream space. The oneiric veil is an alternative interpretation of the in-between space that is often 
referred to as an expanded field or void and is often found in contemporary art. My discussion of the 
idea of the oneiric veil focuses on two-dimensional and installation works. 	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The oneiric veil creates a subjective space inflective of occurrences that can be associated with 
space as experienced or observed by the artist. Contemporary artists use the veil to convey the 
experience of space. By combining uses of the modernist veil to invoke a field, a speculative dream-
space emerges.  
The previous chapters have shown that the revealing and concealing aspects of the veil are innately 
bound to one another. I suggest that the veiled space is also a dynamic and filtered space, which 
evokes continued complexity in painting, particularly where conceptual approaches make use of the 
modernist abstract premise. Indeed, the use of layering applications to create a veiled, in-between 
space generates a possible metaphoric site of shadows and a sense of mystification.  
Aesthetically, the oneiric veil is spatial and structural; it transforms the surface into a space that 
seems three-dimensional while blurring the boundary between reading and seeing the art object. 
Primarily, the veil organises an aesthetic structure through use of layering and replicates the tactile 
sense of space. This research’s close examination of the modernist legacy of the veil has 
demonstrated that the veil is an on-going concern. This is particularly the case where uses of the veil 
exhibit the presence of an interwoven physicality and, consequently, an oneiric space. The oneiric 
veil reduces depth and flatness into an intermediary space through which creative possibility can 
occur.  
It is clear that the surface is also space, and that the interwoven architectonic space of the frame 
remains central to some contemporary practices. The in-between space formally constitutes 
architectural space, as Krauss has convincingly argued.157 The fact that the veil fills the surface-
space of the canvas and evokes the mystical demonstrates that the space created by the veil can also 
be interpreted as a dream space. 
Use of objective chance in abstract painting creates a certain oneiric occurrence that can be 
associated with the veil sign. As John Berger remarked on the surréaliste notion, “This always-	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present gap between words and seeing in painting [is] called The Key of Dreams.”158 Berger makes 
reference to the veil sign present in the work of the surréaliste painter René Magritte, whose non-
objective approach toward object and text produces an oneiric occurrence. The oneiric occurrence 
also present in modernist abstraction can be aligned with surrealist thought, particularly where 
oppositions of the veil bridge the space between fiction and reality.159  
The oneiric veil does not make use of the idea of “automatism” (automatic drawing) as a 
subconscious function, as defined by Breton.160 The oneiric veil is an objective application that 
creates a subjective space, which engages the viewer. Indeed, creating subjectivity and space 
involves use of the transitory oppositions of the veil, whereby its aesthetic figurations function to 
produce the oneiric occurrence and space.  
When viewed as an intermediary indicator, the veil fills the illusory space between foreground and 
background. The buried quality can illuminate a space where fragmentations become recollections 
of site and site specificity. In the context of this exegetical work, the observation of a site and its 
specificity translates onto canvas in veil form to generate the presence of a field. The abstract forms 
that are indicative of the veil can be read as recollections, or physical signs, that produce a sense of 
time and space specific to a site. Moreover, the field of the painting becomes an oneiric space that 
resides between deep and shallow, when the veil is introduced. 
The abstract application of the veil enfolds the surface. Furthermore, the modernist veil creates a 
space that is not deep or flat, according to Kosoi.161 The veil is linked to a historical complexity 
involving pictorial space that can be applied to contemporary work, especially where layering on the 
surface creates atmospheric effects that erase the previous layer to evoke a shadow space. The sign 
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of the veil inspires rumination on the part of the viewer, and in part is inflective of the artist’s 
conceptual transcription of space, either real or unreal.  
 
Spaces outside the Surface 
My work is informed by subtle atmospheric changes that transform space in the built environment. 
The investigation of site-inspired space, through use of the veil, has additionally evoked the presence 
of a mystical space and allowed for this bridging of space, structure, surface, and myth. In my 
paintings, the oneiric veil depicts physicality of space within an intermediary space. Conceptually, 
the in-between space invokes a sense of experienced space. Indeed, the interplay of light and shade 
in a desert-city adds to my personal interpretation of an oneiric veil. The veiled overlay reworks the 
canvas to create erasures that invoke interior and exterior modes of interpretation, which are 
reflective of the desert environment.  
The geometrical structures and atmospheric conditions observed in the built environment have 
become a recollection of site-inspired space evoked through the presence of an abstract veil. W.J.T. 
Mitchell demonstrates how the veiled space of abstraction is like an interconnected space in which 
binary oppositions form a grid-like structure. In light of Mitchell’s discussion about the presence of 
a field, I made use of the veil to translate the binary oppositions I associated with that space. 
According to Mitchell, the presence of binary oppositions in abstraction produce a space beyond the 
plane directly related to an intermediary space. Therefore the alignment of architectural space, 
atmospheric perspective, and the veil sign do not seem so incongruous:  
Our problem, I would suggest, is to work through the visual verbal matrix of abstract that is abstract 
art, focusing on those places where this matrix seems to fracture its gridlike network of binary 
oppositions and admit the presence of something beyond the screen.162 
Abstract art produces binary modes of interpretation including interior and exterior that is applicable 
to the window and mirror historical frames. Moreover, the mesh-like coordinates of the veil evokes 
transparency. The veil in, for example, Rothko’s enduring paintings, led me to suggest that the 	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tactile layering fills an oneiric space. The suggestion of something absent, the nothingness that the 
veil presents brings to mind Bachelard’s notion of “imagined movements” through a veiled space.  
 
Shadow Structures 
The opposition between absence and presence is enfolded within the signification of the veil; it 
evokes a metaphoric tension in the work. The research shows that the veil invokes the presence of 
space beyond the surface, in both the modernist and postmodernist frames. In this way, the oneiric 
veil comes laden with possibility.  
The seemingly intangible element of desert space in Kuwait inspired my use of the oneiric veil. 
Application of the veil on the canvas surface produced shadow forms that can be read as a physical 
trace of the space I observed. The veil became especially interesting because the desert and the veil 
shared the possibility of intangible spaces. Combining the idea of the intangible space present in 
Kuwait and the corporeal veil shows the significance of forming a deeper understanding of how we 
experience space through time. 
The oneiric veil is the research outcome in the studio work that suggests the sense of presence that I 
associate with the Kuwait City desert environment. The research exhibits veil-like motifs that I 
associate with site-specificity; these conceptually evoke an illusive threshold between deep and 
shallow.  
Historians, arts writers, and critics have debated the modernist frames and its influence on 
contemporary art theory in Australia. Especially significant is the phenomenon of the veil sign when 
used as a method to draw together the physicality of the landscape in relation to the modernist field. 
For example, Ihab Hassan proposes, “This Australian nexus between art and void [is] a proposition 
worth temporary suspension of our disbelief.”163 Rex Butler has also discussed the field extensively 
and from an Australian perspective; according to him, “There would be no overall world picture 	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here—no telos, no universal—but also no isolation, no provincialism. Only the endless story of 
Australia in the world and the world in Australia.”164 In Imants Tillers paintings, the vastness of the 
Australian landscape is often aligned with a field and can refer to the mirroring capacity of painting 
space.  
The underpinning of metaphysical space on the surface is an ongoing concern, especially for artists 
whose interest in landscape and space use the veil to map a site that is indicative of a field. Keith 
Broadfoot discusses Tillers’ use of the grid to evoke a spatial emptiness that the desert permits by 
commenting that “Tillers’ use of Carl Andre’s grid, replaced or, rather, superimposed upon another 
lack, the lack that the Australian landscape figures.”165 The absence that the veil evokes does not 
constitute a lack but is repeatable and universal. What is more, the veil delineates and conceptualises 
space bound by the abstract premise, which is the emptiness or fullness that the space can figure. 
The veil therefore evokes the feeling of a greater expanse beyond the material application of the 
work, through absence and presence, in order to generate an oneiric space.  
Deborah Hart describes Tillers’ use of absence and presence in painting and describes how these 
oppositions work to produce a shadow space. She writes:  
The presence and absence of self is a conundrum at the heart of Tillers’ work. It is bound up with 
concerns about origins and originality, and the interactions between the self and the other 
[whereby]…everyday objects are transformed into paintings as shadow structures.166  
Tillers’ re-configuration of canvas boards conceptually transform from painting to structure and 
from structure to shadow, where he refers to the intermediary space of the oneiric veil. Tillers’ use 
of the grid interweaves a historical pictorial complexity; it then links his formal engagement with 
space to significant social and cultural inquiry. In the work Kangaroo Blank, 1988, Figure 19, the 	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165 Keith Broadfoot, “Landscape as Blank: Australian Art after the Monochrome,” Australian Journal of Art 
14, no. 2 (1999): 73. 
166 Deborah Hart. ed., One World: Many Visions (Canberra: National Gallery of Australia, 2006), 1. 
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Figure 19 
 
Imants Tillers 
Kangaroo Blank, 1988  
Oil on 78 canvas boards, 213 x 195 cm  
Private collection 
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subject matter can be broken down into conceptual layers, including appropriation, void, and 
perspective; these signs are bound together by the modernist grid, and extend through and into the 
presence of an oneiric space.167 Primarily, the viewer uncovers in the work veil signs that mesh 
together to form narrative.  
In a recent review of the work of several artists, Robert Nelson claimed, “At the heart of 
contemporary painting, there is a void.”168 Nelson draws attention to the in-between space present in 
contemporary visual culture. It can be suggested that the void is in fact an oneiric veil. The writing 
of Hassan, meanwhile, demonstrates the parallel between the “metaphysical void” in the Australian 
landscape and the modernist ideology of a field in current work.169 He shows that space in general 
can be defined as metaphysical. For example, Hassan refers to Hossein Valamanesh’s artwork 
Longing Belonging, 1997, Figure 20, which bears the trace of a void on a Persian rug.170 The artwork 
produced in the Victorian Mallee involved lighting a fire on the rug; the consequent burned space at 
the centre of the rug evokes an oneiric cohesion between void and the space of the landscape. 
Valamanesh’s work is a bridge between cultures, whereby shadowed forms or spaces become 
symbolically charged indicators. As Thomas demonstrates, Valamanesh’s use of an interwoven 
narrative and primary signifiers refer to “a land between cultures.”171 According to Thomas, “Here 
the threads linking Persian and Australian cultures are deliberately woven together. This is the 
artist’s response to the Australian landscape, which he imbues with recollections.”172 Valamanesh 
thus creates an oneiric space through the suggestion of a mystical presence that is site inspired. His 
illusory prompts generate mystified spaces or forms and symbolic motifs, which use light and shade 	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Figure 20 
 
Hossein Valamanesh 
Longing Belonging, 1997 
Direct colour positive photograph, carpet and velvet, 99 x 99 cm 
Art Gallery of NSW, Sydney 
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to engage the viewer in rumination. Furthermore, Chris Reid and Paul Carter demonstrate that 
Valamanesh’s use of a void can be associated with the modernist field.173 By extension, the void can 
also be described as a veil.  
The symbolic use of the shadow in Valamanesh’s work obscures forms and objects; coupled with 
the use of light and shade, the primary indicator of the veil induces absence and presence. Because it 
is partly formulated on illusion, Ihor Holubizky comments that the “work is infused with mystic 
qualities and symbolic illusion.”174 In the piece Lighting the Shadows, 1999, Figure 21, an altered 
table placed on the centre of a Persian carpet illuminates the perforated shadow of a bodily form (the 
figure of the artist’s shadow).175 The shadow recalls the modernist space of the veil and generates 
the idea of an oneiric realm.  
Michael Fried demonstrates that because the modernist space of abstraction suggests illusion, 
transparency in art is essential. He writes, “The heightened sensitivity of the picture plane may no 
longer permit sculptural illusion, or trompe-l’oeil, but it does and must permit optical illusion.”176 
Transparency has a dreamlike quality whereby it extends the interpretive space of contemporary art, 
as a shadow space. The oneiric veil is the underpinning of this work. Valamanesh uses primary 
forms of the veil in such a way to indicate an oneiric space.  
In theory, Valamanesh’s shadow is a symbolic projection of a mystical field. The shadow is literally 
the projection of a plane. Craig Adcock’s deliberation on Marcel Duchamp’s use of the shadow and 
how the shadow can evoke a projected space clarifies how Valamanesh’s shadow equally projects an 
oneiric space. According to Adcock, “The cast shadows or projected shadows (ombres portées) are  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
173 Reid, Legacy of the Abstract, 33.  
   Paul Carter, “Daily Bread: the Art of the Gap,” in Hossein Valamanesh (NSW: Craftsman House, 1996). 
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Figure 21 
 
Hossein Valamanesh  
Lighting the Shadows, 1999 
Wood, cotton, wool and metal, 77.3 x 107.0 x 224.6 cm  
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne 
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references to projective geometry. Perspective is a subcategory of projective geometry.”177 Indeed, 
the projected shadow brings to bear a subtle presence and absence, where an oneiric realm collides 
with memory and occurrence. This illusory aspect of Valamanesh’s work is noetic because the 
shadow traces space to create an oneiric veil; this is why Chris Reid commented, “His work is not 
secular or religious, and yet it evokes the deepest reflection in the viewer.”178 	  
Of Other Spaces 
Damisch’s theory of cloud can be understood as an oneiric indicator that makes use of the primary 
signification of the veil.179 Veiled abstract forms located within some contemporary paintings can be 
related to Damisch’s discussion about the veil in visual art imagery and its oneiric capacity, 
particularly where he describes the cloud image as a transitory and dream-like figuration. The 
oneiric capacity of the veil is especially evident when Damisch writes about the oneiric processes 
that occur within the image that have the capacity to induce “dynamic imagination” and “elementary 
impulses: the desire for verticality, dreams of flying, etc.”180 The oneiric veil is indicative of 
aesthetic structures and forms, which is especially evident in Philip Hunter’s use of cloud in his 
large-scale series of paintings that powerfully evoke the in-between. Hunter’s veiling cloud forms 
induce an ethereal space to look through and can be understood as a space between the landscape 
and self.  
Hunter’s interwoven cloud screens a vast space to produce a sense of dream. Therefore, his use of 
cloud can be described as an oneiric veil. The painting Night Surge—Dust Wave, 2008, Figure 22, 
depicts a field as clouds hover weightlessly in a full spatial horizon.181 Therefore, the evident light-
filled veil is not a voided space but an oneiric space. The artist’s invocation of space experienced in 
the Wimmera is myth-work, bound by the concavities and convexities that the layering of a veil 	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179 Damisch, Theory of Cloud, 130. 
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Figure 22 
 
Philip Hunter 
Night Surge—Dust Wave, 2008 
Oil on canvas, 122 x 107 cm 
Private collection 	  
	   85	  
produced. Leon Von Schiak has convincingly argued that Hunter’s work creates a mythological 
space, that the paintings “almost need to be shielded like sacred knowledge…these images resist the 
surface, floating uneasily into space.”182 The boundless skyscapes create an ethereal atmosphere 
where the viewer can enter the physical recollection of space.  
Because the oneiric veil relates to a shadow-space created by absence and presence, erasure and 
layering, it suggests a palimpsest. In Hunter’s eminent paintings, the use of the veil layer produces 
ghostly remnants that remain beneath subsequent layers to suggest a metaphysical space. As Hunter 
explains, his work is aimed at creating something “real like a phantom, a site of shadows and 
recollections, a morphing landscape, a ‘palimpsest of imaginative speculations”183 The morphing 
clouds in the paintings shift from space to veil, which is also evocative of the contemporary space of 
visual art. Margaret Iversen’s research has shown that “the palimpsest…is the dream image,” thus 
linking the veil to an oneiric quality.184 Thus, veiling induces a residue that can be evocative of a 
dream space that is either observed or experienced.  
Peter Corrigan sets in motion the idea of a dream-space in Hunter’s paintings when he comments, 
“the work enables us to reflect on a shadow world that eludes our everyday reality.”185 Corrigan’s 
point illustrates that the oscillations draw the viewer toward a mirroring space. Further, he argues 
that “deep intention and the possibility of mystery conjure up a form of spatial magic.”186 His 
reciprocal linking of space and magic in the compositional arrangement of cloud binds the visual 
space in the abstract depictions so that the arrangement becomes an oneiric veil. 
In Geoff Levitus’s work, primary veil forms generate a dream space and evoke an interior world of 
imagination and narrative. In paintings by Levitus (for example, Flight, 2002, Figure 23), veiled 	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Figure 23  
 
Geoff Levitus 
Flight, 2002-03 
Oil on canvas, 119 x 160 cm 
Private collection 
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forms imply an interior space that draws on an interior and exterior world of dreams.187 The 
discontinuous web-work of veiled cloud forms partially reveal a dream space where the primary veil 
form holds promise in Levitus’ work through his use of revealing and concealing indicators. Alan 
Sisley has persuasively argued the interpretive relevance of signification in Levitus’ art; he notes, 
“The buildings in his sculptures are ciphers, mere grids, that seem more ladder than dwelling…. Yet 
as in the case with his paintings, he is able to simplify forms without losing their primary 
signifiers.”188 Sisley shows that Levitus’ formal use of the veil sign transcends space in an oneiric 
way. What is more, Levitus’ layering adds to the suggestion of the in-between space, seen through 
the cloud, which is a partial threshold that doubles and mirrors that space where recurring motifs 
oscillate. 
 
City-Space  
The grid as a map appears in the city in many guises; it emulates the mapped city surface, dwelling, 
or structure and, like mesh, reveals and conceals architectural interior and exterior forms. The grid 
signifies artists’ physical engagements with the unbounded spatial field. The horizontal and vertical 
axes of the grid, to these symbolic ends, demonstrate the capacity to evoke architectonic space. As 
such, the peripheral trace of the grid in the city continues to present a way of conceptually and 
aesthetically interpreting art as a transcription of space. The primary motif adds a critical sense of 
contemplation on the part of the viewer, which is invoked by its transformative geometric 
configuration.189  
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Chris McAuliffe’s interpretation of city-space and his contemporary take on surrealism demonstrates 
that the desired space created between the real and fictional in Cattapan’s paintings is an oneiric 
space:  
Cattapan’s interest lay in those models of post modernism that focused on desire and the city, mixing 
analysis of the new physical and social spaces of metropolis with a rediscovery of surrealism’s 
“psychogeography”…facts of the phantasy land of desire.190 
Here, McAuliffe draws a significant parallel between surrealism and desire in the postmodern city 
space; he demonstrates specific links between Cattapan’s postmodern approach and the presence of 
a space of desire. Therefore, it can be suggested that Cattapan’s use of a layered veil generates the 
idea of space in the city as oneiric. The filtered application of a veil in Cattapan’s work generates a 
blurred area, in which an intermediary realm is applied. Moreover, McAulliffe notes that Cattapan’s 
experience of the city is linked to a dream state of desire that implies a subconscious realm linked to 
surrealism.191  
It is clear that Cattapan’s use of the layered veil and interest in desire and the city subtly revises a 
postmodern space, as is well demonstrated in the work Grey Nocturne (The Pool), 1996, Figure 
24.192 The layered veil of the surface visually evokes an illusive space and has generative appeal. 
The idea of embedded-ness, whereby the gridded format of city-space becomes an immersed ulterior 
realm, is understood from the artist’s comments: “I began to ‘bury’ the narrative and focused instead 
on a more reflective psychological space through colour.”193 McAuliffe deliberates on the presence 
of a palimpsest formulated on the layered complexity of the veil. 194 The oneiric veil in Cattapan’s 
work is a postmodern take on the space of the city, where the static physicality of the veil reveals an 
oneiric space.  
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Figure 24  
 
Jon Cattapan 
Grey Nocturne (The Pool), 1996 
Oil on linen, 198 x 167 cm 
Private collection 
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Hayley also draws on city space and social themes evoked by the infinite echo of the grid. His 
approach can be seen in a recent light-jet print, One Second (Oil Barrels 1146), 2010, Figure 25.195 
This work uses the complexity of the geometric emblem to create an endlessness, which evokes 
commentary about significant issues of our times. The infinite arrangement of oil barrels in the form 
of a matrix subtly conveys his message. Moreover, the grid simulates the city. On Hayley’s	  
exhibition Mesh: Paintings, Virtual Photographs & Projected Space, Damien Worst makes 
comment that Hayley’s interest in the blur is “the abstract idea of a photograph to the absolute 
degree.”196 The infinite echo of the grid suggests a bottomless space. This does not, however, tie the 
work to a void, nor to the oneiric veil. One does not look through and into a space in Hayley’s print, 
but his interest in the perceptual aspects of vision are clear in his use of the grid as a conceptual 
tool.197 Hayley acknowledges that in Dale Hickeys’ work, and his own, the grid is used explicitly as 
a response to the modernist field.	  
In the survey exhibition entitled Life in a Box, Hickey arranges the Albertian “window” so that the 
co-ordinate intersection of the window’s frame becomes the artist’s easel. Paul Zika locates 
Hickey’s ability to evoke, through the primacy of the veil, an in-between space that is between 
depiction and abstraction. He writes, “Presented frontally in a shallow stage-like space…a simple 
grid division on the surface is confused with the frame of the window.”198 The window, in Hickey’s 
painting, symbolically refers to an expanded field. The viewer is invited to look through the 
window/grid to a deep space, as seen in Five Kinds of Religion, 1983, Figure 26.199 In this work, 
Hickey invites the viewer to contemplate a postmodern space, where the depiction of the computer 
screen is an emblem of information in contrast to the presence of an endless space. In the work 	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Figure 25 
 
Stephen Hayley 
One Second (Oil Barrels 1146), 2010 
Light-jet photograph, 120 x 120 cm  
Private collection 
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Figure 26  
 
Dale Hickey 
Five Kinds of Religion, 1983 
Oil and enamel on canvas, 203 x 244 cm 
Tarra Warra Museum of Art, Healesville 
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produced for Life in a Box, the site-specificity of the subject matter, the artist’s Atelier, produces 
another layer, which refers to the frame of the artist easel and canvas. Hickey’s depiction of gridded 
forms is a revision on the modern. Moreover, the deep and shallow space through the window 
produces a metaphoric boundary that can be read as an oneiric veil. 
Sebastian Smee speculates on the presence of an in-between space and the use of illusion in 
Hickey’s work when he writes, “Hickey’s preoccup[ied] with the tricks of illusionism, and with	  how 
fragile and provincial these tricks can seem when measured against the obstinate flatness of the 
canvas.”200 The illusion is thus a veiled space between deep and flat. This intermediary space is 
informed by the spatial and structural integrities of the abstract premise, and within it occurs a sense 
of the oneiric. Using irony and wit, Hickey depicts the aspect of contemporary visual culture that is 
the intermediary space.	  
 
Hidden Space of the Veil 
In response to the ideas behind the art practice of Ian Friend, Richard Humphreys claims that: “a 
painting is not a window.”201 Friend’s abstraction, like Hickey’s abstraction, oscillates in an in-
between space between deep and shallow. Essentially, Friend’s work alludes to the surface, but the 
abstract premise of the interior and exterior modes of abstraction imply that the work does suggest a 
window. As you look through and into the layered imagery, Friend’s abstraction becomes a window, 
where the doubling of the veil layer evokes a mirrored space. In the mixed media work on paper 
New England # 9, 2005–2006, Figure 27, transparency through the spatial and structural veil 
conveys a filtered space.202 The artist points out that his work is “a vehicle for penetrating surfaces to  
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Figure 27  
 
Ian Friend 
New England # 9, 2005-06 
Indian ink, gouache and crayon on arches paper, 102 x 152 cm 
Private collection, Brisbane 
	   95	  
unveil unseen palpable truths.”203 In this way, Friend’s drawings explore physicality through his 
application of the veil, which filters an encounter with space. Subscribing to Humphreys’ idea of an 
“inner space” explored in Friend’s work, Humphrey claims that “a hidden and uncanny 
phenomenological and metaphysical zone” exists.204 The abstract premise of the modernist veil is 
evident in Friend’s work, through the presence of a window onto a “metaphysical zone.” Therefore, 
Friend evokes an oneiric veil. 
 
Site-Specificity and Transitional Form 
In my practice, the transitional forms of a veil symbolically bridge a space between site-specificity 
and the metaphysical spaces of abstraction. Visually, the oneiric veil brings to mind a palimpsest, 
where layering creates an erased trace to be read as an in-between space. Perceptually, these ghostly 
remnants can be read as physicality and understood as abstract figurations that generate the idea of 
site-specificity. 
Revision of the profound aspect of the modernist veil and the presence of a field has drawn together 
in practice and theory an oneiric veil that is present in art today. Essentially, the oneiric veil 
functions as a filter; its transparency and opacity evokes an interior and exterior space linked to the 
history of the window and mirror metaphors. Moreover, the transitional figurations of the modernist 
veil remain current, while physical traces of architectonic space evoke a conceptual space in art.  
The visual boundary is embedded within spatial and structural indicators of the frame. The oneiric 
veil can be a grid or mesh-like figure that is symbolically charged through its capacity to make 
visible the trace of invisible space in art.205 The veil motif opens onto a shrouded space and takes on 
the tangible trace of intangible space. The oneiric space produced by the veil application suggests an 
intermediary and layered space.  
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Indeed, examination of the veil in abstract art underpins how the veil, in contemporary art, explicates 
the oneiric. The intermediary space of the veil evokes continued speculation for painting in 
particular, especially because the presence of an intermediary dream realm is linked to an illusory 
mirroring.206 In visual culture today, the oneiric veil raises comment about how the painterly tactility 
of the modernist veil influences the artistic desire to invoke the intangible, especially through the use 
of veiled abstract forms that circumscribe the sense of the hidden. 
Furthermore, the oneiric veil is not a voided space, but a mystical space that can be identified as a 
fragile yet transformative artistic strategy. The oneiric veil occurs within the veiled characteristic of 
the image surface structure (where, for instance, artists make use of veiling or layering applications). 
This highlights the transitory and binary opposition of the veil, which through abstract indicators 
suggests the existence of an in-between space.  
This modernist veil is essential in current practice, as it accentuates those mysterious and physical 
aspects of site-specificity and aesthetic structure. The veil in modernist and postmodernist 
abstraction more precisely renders a gap between the painting’s foreground and background as a 
metaphysical space. The intermediary space exists between spatial depth and shallow ground; it is a 
dynamic space whereby abstract forms oscillate to produce ambiguity. These occurrences produced 
by the shadowed forms can be informed by the physical presence of architectonic space and 
structure as experienced or observed by the artist.  Moreover, in installation work, the projected 
shadow is informed by the modernist premise and can be interpreted as an oneiric veil. The veil 
produces an illusive doubling of space, much like a shadow. That is why it is an oneiric sign.   
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Chapter 4 
 
Methodology: Time and Space Inspired 
 
I would usually go to what I saw as the heart of spatial-structural constant that could be called 
the hermetic aspect of my work, because it relates to an inner personal gesture, by which the 
microscopic self is related to the whole.  
Gordon Matta-Clark 207 
 
 
The oneiric veil accounts for the perceived physicality of architectural space translated into aesthetic 
structure. The conceptual approach combines the modernist and post-modernist frames discussed in 
the previous chapter. The elemental characteristics of the oneiric veil are central to my practice, 
where I develop veiled abstractions to mimic a sense of site-inspired space. Drawing on the 
conclusions of previous research, I have found that layering and erasure in two-dimensional art 
creates a veil that resides in an intermediary space. This space evokes an oneiric possibility that 
refers to the experience of site-inspired space.  
Drawn from an interest in the abstract premise of the modernist veil, the research highlights the fact 
that in abstract art, the field has continued room for speculation. The issue of where conceptual 
space in painting can be connected to current conceptual approaches and practices is particularly 
unknown. 
The research shows that the veil and the oneiric share illusive qualities and have the capacity to 
indicate an in-between realm associated with current conceptual approaches. Therefore, in this 
research, I apply the modernist formalism of a veil while conceptually exploring the mesh-like 
structure of the veil to evoke a sense of time and space. The veil calls attention to the filtered aspect 
of geometrical structures found in architectural spaces. My observation of a building under	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construction revealed the aesthetic structure of a veil, which I used to generate the oneiric in paint on 
canvas. By using layering processes, I developed embedded qualities on the surface to infer a 
mystical space, which can be applied to the presence of a shadow space.  
This chapter discusses my research methodology, which set in motion the possibilities of an oneiric 
veil in paint and on paper. The speculative processes of layering in painting hold my interest, 
particularly where the aesthetic structure of the veil evokes ambiguities and oppositions such as 
absence and presence. As Kosoi suggested, the veil boundary present in two-dimensional work can 
imply nothingness, as in Mark Rothko’s works. The tactile manifestation of the veil in abstract art 
creates an oneiric space. By extension, I suggest that the oneiric veil is an integral aspect of 
contemporary practice linked to the modernist premise. The oneiric veil can render space as 
physicality either within the veiled layers of the painting, which construct abstract forms, or by use 
of conceptual layers, where the illusive opposition of veil forms generate a mystical space. 
Use of the veil to evoke the corporeal sense of space plays a significant role in visual practices 
currently engaged with site-specificity. The oneiric veil can be associated with the atmospherics of 
site-inspired space. Indeed, movements perceived or imagined in architectural spaces are attributed 
to an oneiric space.208 The evolving aspect of my practice concentrates on the application of the veil 
layer to evoke the presence of an oneiric nexus between site-specificity and an illusive space. 
Projected shadows in a desert city space germinated the idea to translate physical elements present in 
the architectural space into noetic imagery; this generated the idea to trace space.  
The selected works in Oneiric Veil 2009–10, Appendix i, respond to the conceptual theory behind 
the window and mirror metaphors. I use the veil application to combine observations of site and 
architectural space with the in-between space present in contemporary art.  
Atmospheric effects produced by veiling in the painting are used to create transparency. 
Conceptually, the intermediary veil creates a sense of recognising and perceiving the work. The 
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oneiric veil engages an immediate response from the viewer and an occurrence that is 
performative.209  
I bring those physical and tactile uses of abstract form into play in the studio research and the work’s 
conceptual underpinning. Predominantly, the work captures recollections of the built and natural 
environments; the layering adds to the multiplicity of the work.  
Mapping Place 
In the city corridors of Kuwait, excavated sites pave the way for new structures that re-shape the 
spaces between the streets, land, and sky. My fascination with the city’s architecture and the urban 
desert environment profoundly impacted my research on the ways in which painters use specific 
sites as their sources and inspirations for conceptual work. Buildings contain histories past and 
present, and as a notional response to the rhetorical questions of origins and abstraction. Thus, the 
desert cityscape became an archive of visual stimuli.  
Conceptually, the mapping of place translates into a selection of paintings and works on paper. 
Kuwait City’s architecture and the desert location led to a critical survey of the abstract premise of 
the veil and its conceptual ties to contemporary practices. Research about aesthetic structures in the 
region initiated the idea of partially hidden layers that could be read as fragmentations located within 
an illusive space. 
The veil layers in my work gain a sense of physical disclosure, which is often found in site-specific 
architectural space. A building under construction in Kuwait triggered my use of the veil to depict 
the ephemera of the environment, which led to my use of filtered and screened effects. For instance, 
my perception of an emerging sandstorm reminded me of the process of looking through a veil. The 
perceived elements became veiled, transformative forms on the surface; the elements generated 
certain occurrences that are evocative of a shadow space. The transient qualities of the Kuwaiti 
desert influenced the suggestion of veil forms. Shadows became distinctly present, emphasised by 	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the softened light cast on buildings pre-dating the discovery of oil. In the street, a cleared site 
revealed the desert earth colour, which visually evokes the sense of the desert location. Heat and 
sandstorm dominate the landscape, illuminating light and shade in city structures. 
The transparency of the veil permits a conceptual approach to space. Therefore, following the 
discussion of how the oneiric veil is linked to conceptual and photographic work, the paintings are 
examined with regard to layering applications that involve erased and softened forms. The 
previously conducted research documents how the metaphysical space of abstraction can be 
described as an oneiric veil present in current work.  
 
Transparency  
On the architectonics of space, John Macsai and Paul Doukas point out that the modernist grid is an 
“exposed frame” and “trace” in architecture that has multiple “possible readings.”210 I note that the 
cubist conceptualisation of space as “transparent overlapping planes” (as defined by Colin Rowe and 
Robert Slutzky) invokes a visual path through the grid-work of a façade to the object space 
behind.211 While the modernist veil generates a transparent quality and filters space on the surface, 
the transparency also emphasises the existence of an oneiric space. When embedded in the material 
application of the work, the veil conceals, meshes, and buries effects that develop illusive visual 
imagery. Imprints, traces, and marks become transparencies bound by the semiotic qualities of the 
application of the veil layer. As Jon Bird has contended, the sign of the veil is linked to 
transformation found within the marks and veils layered on the surface.212  
In Christopher Rothko’s discussion on Mark Rothko’s work, he notes that Rothko’s use of veil 
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forms and layers creates a mystical sense of space.213 Layering animates the surface through 
controlled and timely application of painted media to develop a space between deep and shallow. 
This space is an intermediary and speculative aspect of painting.214 The implication is that the 
middle ground can be interpreted as a filtered screen and an extended subjective space. The 
connection between this veiled space and Margeret Iversen’s research on the “uncanny” in painting 
is evident when she writes, “The partial view…is like a lost part object, cause of desire, and so 
sustains our desire through the desire to see.”215 The oneiric veil is current in terms of contemporary 
practice. The unique doubling of the veil subjectively generates a dream space through which one 
visualises moving through or into space. 
The research has shown that oppositions such as absence and presence bring to bear the presence of 
an oneiric space. The interior and exterior modes of the veil evoke speculative possibility, especially 
when the work is conceptually site-inspired. The ambiguity of space can be mimicked through the 
use of veiled forms. Aesthetic structures, when veiled, become illusive forms that create a lapse 
between time and space. Site inspired observations become fragmented and dissipating 
configurations that hover in this in-between space. The tactile physicality evoked by the veil creates 
an oneiric occurrence and dynamic between the perceiver and the visual image.  
The site inspired work performed as part of this research makes use of the veil to imply something 
further within, beneath, and possibly beyond the frame exits. As evidenced in the previous chapter, 
the oneiric veil can be understood as a conceptual space that applies to contemporary painting 
practices and approaches in Australia.216 The veil form contains embedded meaning, which places 
the viewer in front of an interpretive plane. As a mirror, the subtle inflection suggests generative 
oscillations and occurs between the gaze, object, and subject.217  
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The painted veil gradually builds, like folds on the surface. It becomes a spatial and structural 
construction. Examination of each fold, which is married to the layer previously applied, supports 
the notion of embedded depth in the work.218 The surface veil indicates speculative evidence; its aim 
is to transcend the painting’s status as a material object and imply a tangible immateriality. The 
application of layering specifically imitates absent aspects of spaces observed in the built 
environment. Aesthetic structures verge between the layered surfaces and transcribe an outer dream 
space. 
 
Trajectory and Aura 
The concrete and geometrical structures in Kuwait City caught my attention as I observed the 
architectural developments. Moreover, the geometrical forms appeared to be layered and modular, as 
the scaffolding and mesh overlaid the concrete structure. This compelled me to use the veil layer as a 
method of projecting and reconfiguring forms through which tactile and physical associations 
became submerged in the mysterious qualities of veiled abstract forms. Perceptually, my use of the 
grid and shadow create an aura that resonates with the indomitable aspect of an experienced 
environment and architectural space.  
The idea that the veil could be used as a filter occurred while I speculated on buildings under 
construction and the geometric transformation of structures. The grid configures a space that one 
looks through, and its coordinates mesh together to form a veil. The buildings’ structures visually 
delineate geometric contours—their visibility and invisibility are evoked by a sandstorm that 
perceptually screens the atmosphere. Research about the qualities of veiled forms, especially those 
that oscillate between the geometric and the natural, ignited the idea of using an oneiric veil. 
Conceptually, the aesthetic forms transcribe a dream space. The veil became a trajectory of the 
buildings’ aesthetic structures and the surrounding environmental phenomena, through which a 
mysterious spatiality was formed. 
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The series of photographs taken in Kuwait, entitled Untitled no. 1–4, 2008, Appendix ii, depict the 
mesh-covered buildings under construction that inspired this project. Conceptually, the photographs 
inform the paintings, particularly revealing how what is concealed can create an oneiric occurrence 
that is evocative of the physicality of the site. Anne Marsh’s discussion about desire and 
photography suggests that the stain and shadow (formally linked to the modernist veil) generate an 
aspect where the participant’s subjective self is evident in the image: 
A phenomenology of photography emerges from this discussion, one which clearly positions the 
participant in the picture making process, albeit, in most instances, a body stain, and a shadowing of 
the image through subjective (ideological) interpretation.219 
Marsh convincingly demonstrates an affinity between the body (tactility), shadow (physicality), and 
desire, where an oneiric space occurs in the taking and viewing of a photograph. This idea can be 
related further to Palermo’s study of “tactile translucence,” as evidenced through veiled abstract 
spaces.220 The presence of the veil creates a space of desire—an oneiric space in which mirror and 
reflection evoke physicality.  
In the painting City Corridor, 2009–10, Figure 28, the motif of an architectural façade creates an 
intermediary space; the painted effects of fragmented, light-filled forms filter the surface to evoke 
the oneiric. These effects replicate the imagined movements of a desert-city space. In the series (see 
Appendix i), abstract elements convey the subtle physicality of site, which is inspired by space and 
demonstrates the primary ambiguities of the veil. The veil layer replicates and simulates to create a 
shadow space.  
In Kuwait City, concrete structures become illuminated silhouettes and pronounce the movements of 
the city. The musings of Calvino demonstrate how the contours of a city space evoke the hidden. He 
says, “I could tell you how many steps make up the streets rising like stair-ways, and the degree of 
the arcade’s curves...but I already know this would be telling you nothing.” He goes further to say, 
“A map…should include marked in different colored inks, all these routes, solid and liquid, evident	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Figure 28 
 
Kelly Devrome 
City Corridor, 2009-10 
Oil on linen, 180 x 138 
Private collection, Melbourne 
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and hidden.”221 Atmospheric indicators of the veil on canvas evoke an oneiric space associated with 
the physicality of sites observed in Kuwait City. The research therefore underpins the idea that 
veiled forms suspended in the midst of a space produce the oneiric. 
 
The Indomitable Elements 
Sand-enveloped constructions and mesh covered buildings inspired research about the veil and 
illuminated the metaphysical aspect of abstraction. The desert’s renewal and interplay of light 
softened structures and the sandstorm’s voiding of in-between spaces triggered the idea of an oneiric 
veil. This is demonstrated in the painting In-Between, 2009–10, Figure 29. Tension between 
painterly ephemeral effects and filled spaces conceal fragmented forms, yet retain the suggestion of 
a filtered depth. Speculation on the geometric motifs that inhabit the region also contributed to my 
use of the veil as a mystical indication, by creating forms that indicate impermanence, dissipation, 
and emergence. Forms became twofold where replication of the environmental elements and the in-
between depth unfolded a conceptual space found in current approaches and practices.  
The indomitable elements, coupled with the presence of an ancient region, became a language of 
semiotic form. The distinct light illuminated architectural structures and subtleties. By contrast, the 
evaporation of water on concrete seemed to transmigrate into the very rhythms of the desert.222 The 
desert animates renewal; thus, visually tactile forms allude to the experience of harsh desert 
environments. The buried quality in the work especially produces the presence of an intermediary 
veil. The objective process of layering, produced using controlled chance, directs a curious exposure 
of the under-veil. 
The research shows that the dreamlike is evoked by qualities that apply to suspended, weightless, 
hovering, and gravitational indicators. Current art approaches explored in the previous chapters also	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Figure 29 
 
 
Kelly Devrome 
In-Between, 2009-10 
Oil on linen, 187 x 116 cm 
  Private collection, Melbourne    
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show that veiled forms visually contribute to the sense of the oneiric. Because of the ethereal nature 
of these primary figures, veil forms transcend the real forms. As evidenced in the painting Disclosed 
Opening, 2009–10, Figure 10, a veil hovers over a depthless and edgeless space. As I imitate the 
filled spaces of sandstorm, an opposition occurs that implies complexities of transformation. These 
filled spaces model a mystical space that is buried in the layered application. 
 
Material Applications 
Use of the veil involves the intuitive yet objective approach and truth to materials. To create 
impressions of forms informed by site-inspired space, I have adopted this approach. The veil layer 
takes on new meaning as sign, device, and application that create visually alluring imagery. The 
seemingly hidden meaning of the work is evoked by the veils’ imprint on the surface, where the 
interior and exterior integrities of space operate as a metaphoric window and mirror.  
The intent of the work is to suggest oneiric qualities in the embedded imagery through use of 
diaphanous layers of media and the semiotics of form. The layering processes employed are ways to 
circumscribe space and invoke the idea of looking through a spatial and structural field. The oneiric 
veil allows for possibility. Visually, the oneiric veil illuminates space and, through colour-light 
effects, the layered application is a conceptual uncovering of the physicality of space. 
Studio investigations focused on the handmade. During processes of making, the material transforms 
through controlled treatments of layered media. While acknowledging that these creative processes 
are universal in practices of painting and drawing, my research is engaged with the semiotic 
impression of a veil as a dreamlike space.  
These painterly measures are used in contemporary practices to render the invisible visible; in this 
particular instance, my painterly approach was influenced by the atmospheric qualities of a 
sandstorm in Kuwait. The impression of mists or fogs created a softened effect so that the buildings	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appeared to be imprinted on the horizon. The paintings are an imitation of absence and presence that 
has evolved to reflect a veiled, oneiric space. 
 
Palimpsest 
The layered abstract form dissipates on the surface and is used to suggest a palimpsest. In the 
painting Overlay, 2009–10, Figure 30, exposed areas of paint reveal the underlay of subsequent 
layers, bringing to bear this oscillation between deep and shallow space. The viewer is able to look 
through an atmospheric veil in the painting, where subtle light forms appear as ghostly shadows. The 
shadow bears the trace of its original form, like a palimpsest. The shadow in this way creates an 
oneiric occurrence. 
The filtered quality emphasises the presence of a dream-like space, and the veil gradually embeds 
shade. The transitory forms then become inflective of spaces observed. The gradual development of 
stains or shadows and the expansive film of paint obscure and develop deepened forms beneath (or 
“behind”) the veil. The semiotic function of the veil therefore contributes towards the symbolic 
illusion of the oneiric. 
The works associate the veil and the oneiric with spaces observed in Kuwait. The veil application 
and device recalls historical motifs, while its application creates a blueprint that reads as a revision 
on the modern.  
 
Veiling Space  
John Buckley describes a certain “painterly purity” that has influenced a generation of Australian 
artists.223 Rich variations of light and colour effects with layered applications create a physicality 	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
223 John Buckley ed., Nocturne: Images of Night and Darkness from Colonial to Contemporary (Mornington 
Peninsula, Victoria: MPRG Mornington Peninsula Regional Gallery, 2002), 13. 
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Figure 30  
 
Kelly Devrome 
Overlay, 2009-10  
Oil on linen, 189 x 169 cm 
Private collection, Melbourne 	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that is integral to my practice. Softened marks merge as veiled abstract forms. Dreamlike references 
can be made in relation to the atmospheric effects that hover and diminish in the painting Marks and 
Veils, 2010, Figure 31. In this work, semi-transparent marks and veils indicate an intermediary 
space. The marks are meant to evoke tracks indicated at the site. 
Abstract art combines spatial and structural forms that recall prior motifs, and whose complexity can 
be located in the studio work and the conceptual approach to the painted surface.  
Primarily, partially revealed and fragmented forms suggest a metaphysical space. The idea of a 
visually tactile space is achieved by the speculative depth that is evident on the surface, thus 
bringing into effect a mysterious quality that engages a way of looking through or beyond the 
image.224 The oneiric veil, therefore, is bound by abstract content and enhances the illusive 
appearance of space and physicality, which is the essence of the work. Overlay of the gridded form 
doubles space, and the interior and exterior dichotomy illuminates transparencies beneath the layers. 
Semi-transparent veils allude to a dream space where the form undergoes a transitory shift. These 
veils invoke the desire to see beyond them.  
The veil is an abstraction that determines oneiric configuration, while layering methods help to 
develop the transparency. The significant aspects of layering used to create a veil function to soften, 
erase, conceal, blur, and imply a threshold, creating something like a boundary. The painting Surface 
Veil, 2009–10, Figure 32, and related preliminary drawings, Study for Surface Veil no. 1 & 2, 2008–
09, Figure 33, depict the illusive boundary and function of the veil to suggest a mesh-like figure. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
224 Heffernan, Cultivating Picturacy, 65. Heffernan refers to an “occluded window of modern or post-modern 
art.” 
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Figure 31 
 
Kelly Devrome 
Marks and Veils, 2008 
Oil on linen, 41cm x 80 cm 
Private collection, Kuwait 
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Figure 32  
 
Kelly Devrome 
Surface Veil, 2009-10 
Oil on linen, 189 x 169 cm 
Private collection, Melbourne 
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Figure 33 
 
Kelly Devrome 
Study for Surface Veil no. 1 & 2, 2008 
Ink, pastel and charcoal on arches paper, 30 x 40 cm.  
Private collection, Melbourne 
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The traditional technique used to reveal and conceal underlay includes scumbling, which is also 
referred to as velatura, from velare (for glaze).225 Scumbling is used to soften and blur, and the 
French equivalent frottis are attributed to an optical and emotive effect.226 The painterly technique 
sfumato (meaning “smoke-like”) is a useful communicator of the veil. Paul Hills develops an 
interesting account of the veil in relation to Titian’s painting (Tiziano Vecellio) by explicitly 
accounting Titian for his use of veiling.227  Hills’s research demonstrates that these applications 
consist of a “layer or veil of paint lying over another without totally concealing the previous 
layer.”228 On can suggest that Titian’s application of the veil layer is not unlike the modernist veil, as 
both veil layers are use to conceal and reveal space. In this way, the transparent, semi-transparent, 
opaque, or semi-opaque veil circumscribes space and is an oneiric indicator.229  
The coating of oil-paint between both glaze and varnish, applied lean or fat in concentrated mixes of 
binding agent, gum turpentine, resin, and drying oil creates immediate effects while enduring time-
controlled processes. Depending upon the colour saturation and viscosities aimed for and attained, 
the manipulation of light and shade becomes a part of this under-veil, or the imaging beneath. 
The softening of forms and blurred surfaces produce an optical effect or, more precisely, the 
rendered pigment enhances translucency on the surface. The translucent quality can be seen in Study 
Transitory Form no. 1, 2008, Appendix iii, which serves as an example of the methods applied in 
the research. The veils’ folds cover and react with the pigmentation of the subsequent layers in such 
a way that the optical effect transcends the material. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
225 Peter Murray and Linda Murray, A Dictionary of Art and Artists, 3rd ed. (England: Penguin Books, 1972), 
391, 395, 89. Scumbling (working to reveal layers beneath layers), sfumato (cleared like mist), chiaroscuro 
(light and dark), clair-obscur (clearly obscure). 
Otto Kurz, “Varnishes, Tinted Varnishes, and Patina,” The Burlington Magazine 104, no. 707 (1962). 
Covering the shadows with a layer of dark varnish goes ultimately back to the working methods of 
the Venetian painters of the sixteenth century. It was a proper velatura, a “veil”, much more than a 
glaze, but not quite a varnish, if—without historical justification—one can be spread over the entire 
surface of a painting. 
226 Neil Maclaren and Anthony Werner, “Some Factual Observations about Varnishes and Glazes,” The 
Burlington Magazine 92, no. 568 (1950): 190. 
227 Paul Hills, “Titian’s Veils,” Art History, 29 no. 5 (2006): 771.	  
228 Ibid., 771.  
229 Damisch, A Theory of Cloud, 130. 
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The work on paper provides evidence that layering applications and the exposure of material to 
media creates a veil. The under-veil is of particular interest, as it resembles a faint figuration or  an 
intermediary space. The preliminary drawings titled Study for Transitory Form no. 1–4, 2008, 
Appendix iv, specifically make use of the process hasard objectif. Max Beckmann discusses the 
process of objective chance when he states, “My figures come and go, suggested by fortune or 
misfortune. I try to fix them divested of their apparent accidental quality.”230 The malleable chance 
application develops a complex spatial depth and shallow ground. The layering and erasure produces 
the intermediary space. Erasure of paint can be equated to blot drawing—it creates a filtered surface 
whereby forms perpetuate a field. It also creates an ambiguous physicality that can generate oneiric 
possibility. 231 The oneiric is a veiled space, figured by the intersection of space and surface.  
The equivocal echo of a veil in abstraction implies prior forms through transparent effects. As 
Arthur Szathmary shows, the veil essentially mirrors and recalls prior forms: “The act of artistic 
creation is thus ‘rational’ since it involves apprehension of structure, and noetic in that the artists 
create structures which symbolize other structures.”232  
The work is a response to visual histories where veiled forms transform spaces and depict 
physicality inspired by a certain time and space. The drawings Untitled no. 1 & 2, 2010, Appendix v, 
develop the idea of the oneiric and link it to the meshed coordinates of the veil. In mapping an 
oneiric space inspired by the built environment, the veil layer becomes a space between absence and 
presence, deep and flat, light and shade, shadow and form.  
Photographs and sketches document the gradual construction of the building site (see Appendix ii). 
The documentation conceptually informs my work, especially the depiction of the boundaries of 
visual space and the processes of constructing depth.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
230 Max Beckman, On My Painting (London: Tate Gallery, 2003), 12. 
231 Murray, A Dictionary of Art and Artists, 53. See blot drawing (the study of stains). 
232 Arthur Szathmary, “Symbolic and Aesthetic Expression in Painting,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism 13, no. 1 (1954): 87. 
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The veil layer can evoke an oneiric space, as demonstrated in the work, which highlights the aspect 
through which contemporary work can be understood. Close scrutiny of the veil demonstrates a 
tactile presence that generates abundant outcomes. The bridging of space through handmade 
processes is intuitive, and therefore produces the application of a dream space.  
 The threshold between surface and spatial depth in painting is of significant importance to current 
practice, as the softening of marks and overlay accentuate transparency. In my work, interaction 
between geometric structures and the likeness of atmospheric mists fuse to develop mirage imagery.  
Throughout the research, the underlying thread is a narrative of change. The veil as a filter creates 
double meanings in the work and can be read as transformative. Over the course of the research 
journey, it became evident that the veil compels a gradual shift of perception from surface to space, 
thus indicating an illusive spatial plane that is essential for art.  
 	  
	   117	  
Conclusion 
The wood I enter appears like woodwork, or better mock woodwork, like a false surface of a 
tromp-le oeil [sic]. When the forest’s distance thus flattens into the canvas plane, depth and the 
illusion of entrance vanishes.  
Caspar David Friedrich 233 
 
 
The research conducted in this exegesis testifies to the idea that the in-between space that is 
sometimes present in contemporary visual art is influenced by the formalism of the modernist veil in 
abstract painting and, in particular, the veil’s oneiric signification. The oneiric veil is my take on the 
emptiness that space permits in paint on canvas. The outcome is evidence that new theories in 
painting continue to generate new possibility for painting, especially through the presence of an in-
between visual space often associated with contemporary conceptual approaches and practices.  
This research has shown that the historical application of the veil can be linked to post-structural 
theory, particularly the idea that the veil can trace an oneiric space on the painted surface. In this 
way, the research is evidence that the oneiric veil is a new visual possibility for the interpretation of 
abstraction in painting and is an application that can be applied in historical and theoretical terms to 
current approaches and practices of visual art. 
The oneiric veil has epistemological value because it is a transparent application in that it preserves 
spatial depth and illusion. Therefore, the oneiric veil sustains the visual space of abstract painting as 
a continually productive and creative space. Because it is indirectly related to the presence of a 
dream space, the oneiric veil can be understood as an interpretive frame and as a formal description 
of contemporary works that apply primary forms to invoke the presence of an intermediary veil.  
The oneiric veil is a conceptual and aesthetic structure. Particularly in painting, the veil has the 
potential to suggest a spatial depth, illusion, and physicality often associated with built, structural, 
and aesthetic spaces. The oneiric veil creates a space that one can look through and into; that space	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
233 Caspar David Friedrich cited in Joseph Leo Koerner, Caspar David Friedrich and the Subject of Landscape 
(London: Reaktion Books, 1990), 159.  
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describes the transparent aspect of visual culture today, which is essential in art. More precisely, the 
surface of abstraction is not flat—a transparent space evokes the aesthetic structure of a veil. This 
transparency can be interpreted as an oneiric veil and can be seen as parallel to the void, gap, or 
expanded field. 
The thesis has depicted the conceptual ties that can be made in relation to the modernist veil and the 
oneiric in contemporary Australian art, especially through the presence of the architectonic, 
mystical, and metaphysical. The research outcome shows that the veil is closely tied to the oneiric, 
which has been identified through a formal and intimate observation of the history and theory of 
painting, particularly of modernist abstract painting. The outcomes show that the veil in modernist 
abstraction produces a mystical and architectonic space that remains a critical aspect of visual 
practice today. This research demonstrates that the veil continues to weave a visual space that 
extends our perception of the oneiric through the presence of an intermediary space.  
As an aspect of contemporary art today, the modernist veil can induce an oneiric space. I have 
identified parallels between the oneiric and the modernist veil as integral aspects of my practice. The 
veil in abstraction is central to this research, because I have found that it has generative possibility. 
Not only does the layered veil convey mystical qualities, but it is an aesthetic structure that generates 
a tie between the conceptual space of contemporary work, from photography to installation to 
painting.  
The work moves beyond the field by claiming that the void or expanded field that is present in some 
contemporary art can be interpreted as an oneiric veil and is explicitly linked to the modernist 
primacy of the veil. Moreover, the research focus demonstrates that the illusory space of the 
modernist veil is an ongoing concern for visual artists, because the veil continues to produce 
ambiguity through the presence of a shadow space. 
The oneiric veil has impacted current practice in such a way that it can generate the idea of the 
mystical and architectonic. As a primary and transparent intermediary form in painting, it visually 
develops the idea of an illusive spatial depth, which can be referred to as a physical presence and 
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absence. Moreover, as this exegetical work has shown, the oneiric veil relates to the geometrical 
projection of space, and is therefore a transparent application that can refer to architectural space. 
The research contributes new knowledge regarding the presence of the void, gap, and expanded field 
central to contemporary practice by drawing together historical and theoretical evidence that link the 
veil and the oneiric. More precisely, the oneiric veil stipulates the idea that space referred to in some 
visual art is not a void, gap, or expanded field, but rather an oneiric veil.  
In this way, the oneiric veil broadens meaning for the aesthetic structure of the veil in abstraction, by 
historically and theoretically linking the oneiric and the modernist veil. The idea of the oneiric veil is 
timely and relevant in terms of the criticism of abstract painting, as the veil sustains the notion of 
transparency and upholds the abstract premise of the veil. By extension, the research demonstrates 
that veiling or layering in abstract painting has the capacity to invoke an oneiric space. The space is 
in itself a physical space of tactile quality.  
The exegetical work demonstrates that the layering of the veil in painting can evoke a mystical 
space, which pertains to the experience of the absence and presence of space within specified sites. 
The visual approach generates a filtered and intermediary effect that lends itself to the idea of the 
presence of physicality either felt or observed within site-specific spaces. Moreover, the oneiric veil 
evokes the idea of the metaphysical; thus, the binary oppositions of the veil remain integral to the 
interpretation and criticism of contemporary art today. 
The oneiric veil generates historic, architectonic, and mystical perspectives for contemporary art. 
Close scrutiny of the aesthetic structure of the veil demonstrates that the in-between space present in 
contemporary art is parallel to the in-between space generated by the veil in abstract painting. Above 
all, the oneiric veil is an illusive space where a web of interconnected forms functions to convey the 
absence and presence of space in visual art imagery. 
In the paintings and drawings generated by this research, I have translated the experience of space 
into filtered, mesh-like figurations, to originate the idea of an oneiric veil. The layered veil, in this 
way, evokes a certain physicality that can be associated with space experienced. The paintings have 
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thus become a “site,” where a shadow space can be revealed. The conceptual space of the frame as 
an intermediary veil in abstraction oscillates between a shallow depth of field and an expanded 
space. For this reason, I describe the speculative space as an oneiric veil. The veiled space is neither 
a real nor unreal space, but a hidden projection of the physical onto a fictional and spatial plane.  
The oneiric veil cannot exist without ambiguity and the binary mode of depiction. By identifying 
this fact, the research makes a strong contribution to the formal criticism of contemporary art.  
Primarily, the oneiric veil is an aesthetic structure that evokes the idea of an in-between space. This 
space is often referred to as a void, gap, or expanded field. I claim that it is an illusive space 
influenced by the modernist abstract premise that I call an oneiric veil. As a visual artist, I work with 
layering to suggest a physical presence that I associate with site-specific spaces. When using this 
approach, an uncanny universalism occurs as the painting alludes to the everyday existence of these 
sites captured into an image, or to the real and the unreal. Usually present in two-dimensional art, the 
oneiric veil is a conceptual and aesthetic observation of architectural space and site-specificity.  
The modernist veil in twenty-first century abstraction has transformed artists’ approaches and 
strategies toward contemporary themes to an extraordinary extent. It demonstrates explicitly that 
contemporary artistic endeavours involve a significant engagement with the modernist framework. It 
is an enduring fact that this ambiguous and veiled space of abstraction informs contemporary artists 
and the ways in which they convey information. The beauty of the oneiric veil is that it is an openly 
transparent space that contributes towards new conceptual and aesthetic possibilities. 
The symbolic illusion of the veil layer creates the sense of a deeper underlay, and is an aperture 
through which one looks through to the metaphysical space beyond. As a historically recurring sign 
in the painted image, the veil remains an enigma and allows for revision in art. It is illuminating that 
this illusive, in-between space in two-dimensional art correlates with the historical figure of the grid 
and the metaphoric window and mirror. As a mesh-like figure, the oneiric veil evokes metaphoric 
depth in contrast to the surface space of the plane. Here, the research shows that the oneiric veil can 
be achieved using painterly layers and formal compositional grids. More precisely, the research 
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demonstrates that the modernist veil influences contemporary art through the presence of a filtered 
space and can generate an oneiric space.  
It is clear that the oneiric veil suggests an integral complexity associated with visual space in two-
dimensions. The veil can be used as an obscuring application, which has the capacity to induce deep 
reflection within the viewer. As the research has demonstrated, the modernist veil is linked to 
Alberti’s veil, which in turn highlights the complex relationship between paintings and architectural 
space. The oneiric veil historically lends itself to using Alberti’s intersection, which is the fine piece 
of cloth (veil) used to aid artists in their perceptual engagement with, and pictorial depiction of, 
space in the world.  
The oneiric veil is a useful interpretive frame because it highlights the eminent presence of a 
contemporary visual space concerned with the mystical and architectonic. Clearly, the historical 
pictorial language of perspective is closely tied to the oneiric and intermediary spaces that are often 
seen in contemporary art. This research has aligned developments in contemporary art with the 
modernist veil and historical depictions of space to show that the intermediary of a veil creates an 
oneiric illusion. This relationship between the veil and the oneiric in terms of current conceptual 
practice has previously been overlooked in the literature.  
The practice-led research is evidence that the oneiric veil is closely tied to the metaphysical and can 
be drawn from the perceptual experience of space, particularly site-inspired space. Moreover, the 
research underpins the idea that the spatial and structural coordinates of the grid, as a projected 
shadow, in fact form a veil. 
Current discussions that focus on temporality and transparency clearly show that the veil intersects 
the depicted space of an abstract image. The veil sign and veil layer both convey interior and 
exterior modes of expression, as well as the absence and presence dichotomy within these binary 
forms, which evoke an intriguingly complex space. Indeed, the oneirically veiled space profoundly 
impacts current ways of engaging in new visual strategies, including my own.  
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This critical analysis of the veil essentially underscores the veil’s role in both creating and valuing 
an oneiric space. Formal uses of the sign of the veil add to the intrinsic aesthetic of the hidden that is 
implied in Western discourses of art. The research develops meanings for the structures of forms, 
particularly those that lie beneath the scaffolding of a form.  
The surface of abstraction remains an enigmatic, subtle, and elusive space, the essence of which is 
primarily that of a dream space. This research has demonstrated that the visual phenomenon of the 
veil in current art pays homage more to the surface-space of modernist abstraction than to anything 
else. I anticipate that this research will contribute to existing knowledge concerning the presence of 
the void or expanded field depicted in contemporary art. Critical analysis of the ambiguous pictorial 
sign of the veil broadens the meanings that can be applied to aesthetic structures, particularly those 
that evoke metaphysical phenomena.  
My studio research highlights the currency of abstraction and the use of a layered veil in painting. 
Moreover, the development and public display of my work also contributes to the field. The work is 
both timely and significant because it highlights the speculative space between site-specificity and 
the oneiric, thus creating a dynamically veiled space with endless possibilities.  
Scholarly research about abstraction has a significant role to play in Australia. The research brings to 
light the “veiling” characteristics in abstract art that contribute to aspects of Australian contemporary 
approaches and practices. The research project complements new theories of painting, particularly 
those that explore how the intermediary space of the oneiric veil influences the mystical and 
conceptual in current art.  
The metaphysical space of abstraction is closely aligned to the veil. This research demonstrates that 
parallels can be drawn between the historical application and contemporary theories concerning 
aesthetics and space. Post-structuralism plays a significant role in defining conceptual spaces 
through which artists develop, examine, modify, and manipulate space to induce symbolic illusion. 
In this instance, the research generates the idea that inhabited spaces can be transcribed on the 
surface in the form of an oneiric veil. 
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In summary, the research is testimony to the idea that the oneiric veil is a revision of the modernist 
veil; this idea profoundly enhances the conceptual reading of aesthetic structure. In terms of the new, 
the oneiric veil is a generative application that can induce the mystical and architectonic. Above all, 
the oneiric veil is a layered complexity that can be linked to historical and theoretical traditions. The 
oneiric veil suggests that the surface of abstraction is not a collapsed space, but a new and dynamic 
space. The oneiric veil helps to develop meaning for aesthetic structure because it allows for the 
suggestion of a space beyond and within.  
This research has involved an intimate engagement with architectural spaces, especially focusing on 
how we perceive and experience space. In light of current art criticism and practice, the research 
complements new theories of painting because it highlights the primacy and integrity of the abstract 
premise within the modern framework. Essentially, the presence of an illusive space created by the 
oneiric veil can be aligned with the visual depiction of experienced space. The oneiric veil 
demonstrates that we move through space, and that the physicality of space can become embedded 
within an in-between space often associated with contemporary visual culture. 
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Appendix i 
 
Kelly Devrome 
Ascending Form, 2009-10  
Oil on linen, 189 x 169 cm 
Private collection, Melbourne 	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Kelly Devrome 
Uncovered rising, 2009-10 
Oil on linen, 187 x 116 cm 
Private collection, Melbourne  	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Kelly Devrome 
Disclosed Opening no. 2, 2009-10 
 Oil on linen, 185 x 99 cm 
Private collection. Melbourne 	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Appendix ii 
 
Kelly Devrome 
Untitled no. 1 – 4, 2008  
Direct photographs of building site under construction, Kuwait 
Private collection, Melbourne 
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Appendix iii 
 
Kelly Devrome 
Transitory Form no. 1, 2008 
 Oil on linen, 107 x 96 cm  
Private collection, Melbourne	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Appendix iv 
 
Kelly Devrome  
Study for Transitory Form no. 1 - 4, 2008 
 Ink, pastel and gouache on arches paper, 56 x 50 cm 
Private collection, Melbourne 
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                              Appendix v 
 
Kelly Devrome 
Untitled no. 1 & 2, 2010  
Ink, pastel and charcoal on arches paper, 28 x 48 cm  
Private collection, Melbourne 
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